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            FOREWORD

         

         ‘ON A VERY CLEAR NIGHT a bright light in the pines would be visible from the Empire State Building,’ John McPhee reports in The Pine Barrens, referring us back to the known, the metropolis where William Shawn, editor of The New Yorker, agreed to commission this lucid and comprehensive cartography of a haunted sprawl of woodland, witnessed but rarely experienced or investigated by the seasonal convoy of sandy-toed and sun-coshed recreationalists drudging back to their endless suburbia from the New Jersey shore. The two Americas – obedient consumers passing through, and isolationists nestling in forest obscurity, standouts who treat paid employment as a hobby, a temporary penance – come within touching distance. But they do not touch. They do not fraternise. The pineys, the people of the woods, are an older species, closer to the original settlers. Closer to an embedded version of Thoreau.

         Leisure-commuters trapped on the Garden State Parkway would like to be amphibious. It is always more rewarding, McPhee admits, to explore the interior of the Pine Barrens by water. He is a fisherman, not a walker. But duty carried him out along the ‘fantastic ganglia’ of sand roads that refused resolution. This most measured of prose stylists prefers the reverie of the canoe, sliding over tea-coloured streams and secret pools, to the neurotic and disorientating programme of drives that he set himself as a method of research: perimeter to perimeter, outside history, outside linear time, on tracks that never seriously troubled sanctioned mapmakers.

         What inspires me, among the many tactile pleasures of McPhee’s performance, are those virtuoso shifts of register, from the efficient presentation of facts to the lovely, easy telling of stories, with breathing space and quiet humour: outsider-author as witness to justified eccentricity. Discriminations of evidence become literature. Anecdotes squeezed from the substance of the Pine Barrens read like the brightest fiction – he is Faulkner without the sour undertow of dark fate, the furies. Legends brought back from the New Jersey woods are reconstructed and manipulated, but I’m sure they happened just as McPhee presents them.

         He knocks on the door of a two-storey tarpaper house set beside a cranberry bog and surrounded by eviscerated generations of automobiles and defensive mounds of wrecked white goods. He asks for water, and finds the odd couple he needs to guide him through the impenetrable thicket of this parallel world. The older man is a loquacious hoarder of the myths of place, never happier than when sharing the contents of his frying pan. His much younger companion, a compulsive thirty-mile-a-day, weapon-hauling rambler, sits in silence. We accept McPhee’s account without question. We eavesdrop with the watchful author and his invisible notebook. We look around the kitchen. We miss nothing that needs to be recorded.

         McPhee exploits, quite beautifully, the creative tension between the twinned aspects of his literary persona. After laying out a detailed scenographic chart of the Pine Barrens – fire tower, lake, dwarf forests, the lineaments of a thousand square miles of near wilderness – he is given permission to occupy, as an ambiguous and undefined presence, his own story. And this is where the big kick comes: having been fed enough background information to know a little about where we have been brought, we can strike out with this man in the footsteps of the guides he has chosen. The prose quickens and we share something of the original excitement of composition, the rush that McPhee enjoys when he begins to relive his first impressions of the woods. The act of telling, once the writer has returned to his study in Princeton, is itself a walk. Memories are made new in the excitement of firing synapses, freshly opened neural pathways: such is the skill of the intrepid geographer. The rhythms of uncluttered prose lift the shape of the territory right off the page.

         The Pine Barrens husband their ghost settlements, unregistered hamlets, and the scattered shacks and cabins of independent spirits who have never found a good enough reason to be anywhere else. The wide buffer zone of acidic, nutrient-free soil is tolerated by the restless imperatives of capital only because it functions as an airbag, or pine needle pillow, keeping Philadelphia separate from New York City. Developers, boosters and fly-over visionaries have nibbled at the edges of the forest. They have floated jet ports, housing projects and other ‘progressive’ fantasies, but they haven’t yet succeeded in impinging on the unknowable essence of this place. Nineteenth-century explorers and botanists sent out by rubber barons and coffee planters justified their colonisation of the rude fecundity of the Amazonian rainforest by pronouncing that the indigenous peoples had made no use of this rich land in a thousand years. It was time to set them aside, to organise work camps and education. To introduce them to an alien god – when the forest was all god. When the local belief was that time had its own topography: it was many streamed and the past was accessible through shamanic journeys made to sacred rocks or waterfalls possessed by ancestors. If hardcore pineys took employment from outsiders, they would leave as soon as they had a sufficiency. Their lives were stubborn resistance.

         The tribes choosing to remain in the New Jersey woods had just as powerful a trust in their embattled difference: their lives were a manifestation of place. The territory was never easy to sell to outsiders. During the Depression, back in the 1930s, real estate promoters tied apples and pears to the skeletal limbs of pine trees. They hired fishermen to perform with dead fish already attached to their lines. They gave title deeds to unsaleable properties as door prizes at movie theatres. ‘The typical development,’ McPhee tells us, ‘never existed on anything but paper … In one lonely place in the woods today is a street sign marked Fifth Avenue.’ Exploitation could not take root in such thin soil. ‘The long succession of instant paradises has made the Pine Barrens the scene of what is perhaps the country’s only permanent non-existent land boom.’

         
             

         

         John McPhee grew up around Princeton University, where his father was physician to the athletic department. He travelled, he made the required expeditions – Alaska, the Mississippi River, the Inner Hebrides – for the commissioned essays and books he has crafted over his long and ongoing career. But he always returned to his established base. He taught at Princeton, he instructed. He shaped his work around what Sam Anderson, composing a profile for the New York Times Magazine, called ‘such small detonations of knowledge’. The great task, over which the author takes infinite pains, is to get the specifics absolutely right. McPhee teaches structure in his university seminars. Structure is everything.

         The Pine Barrens, as a project, was not the author’s inspiration, but he responded very quickly to a friend’s suggestion: this unwritten, rarely explored wilderness park was a relatively local mystery. Like most of the population of New Jersey, McPhee knew the shore but not the cranberry bogs, the bog iron furnaces, the carnivorous plants – or the self-contained inhabitants of dubious reputation. For eight months, he drove, day after day, from Princeton to the Pine Barrens. McPhee took to the sand roads with the stated intention of cutting loose, losing himself so thoroughly that he would force the forest to dictate its own terms. News of his intrusion somehow rippled, tree to tree, ahead of him.

         One of the fixed markers in a terrain that swallows and absorbs human follies is the memorial to the plane piloted into the forest floor by Emilio Carranza, ‘known as Mexico’s Lindbergh’, in 1928. The celebrated aviator was attempting to fly non-stop from New York to Mexico City when he went down in a thunderstorm over the Pine Barrens. Terence Faherty in Deadstick, a well-regarded mystery novel, published in 1991, draws on legends that still embellish the Carranza crash. In a fable of stolen identity, war trauma and land exploitation, Faherty suggests that the forest is the ultimate enigma. His hero is a library rat, an interrogator of established histories. But he is obliged to acknowledge that every act of research connected to the Barrens leads back to a single source. ‘I’d write a book about it, but John McPhee beat me to it … Six hundred thousand acres of pine trees and bogs less than three hours’ drive from your New York Office.’

         Always that, the calibrated distance between the comfortably familiar and the unknown. McPhee’s special talent is the employment of such swift and necessary prose that the gap between alien worlds dissolves and we find ourselves following him wherever he chooses to lead. In recent times, the sand roads have been harried by fools mounted to expensive camera-phones, as they race their ugly quasi-military vehicles down dirt tracks to nowhere, obliterating the integrity of a liminal place that refuses to divulge its secrets. John McPhee’s book is the necessary corrective. This is surely his moment.

         Iain Sinclair, 2018 

      

   


   
      

         
            THE PINE BARRENS

         

      

   


   
      
         

            1. THE WOODS FROM HOG WALLOW

         

         FROM THE FIRE TOWER on Bear Swamp Hill, in Washington Township, Burlington County, New Jersey, the view usually extends about twelve miles. To the north, forest land reaches to the horizon. The trees are mainly oaks and pines, and the pines predominate. Occasionally, there are long, dark, serrated stands of Atlantic white cedars, so tall and so closely set that they seem to be spread against the sky on the ridges of hills, when in fact they grow along streams that flow through the forest. To the east, the view is similar, and few people who are not native to the region can discern essential differences from the high cabin of the fire tower, even though one difference is that huge areas out in this direction are covered with dwarf forests, where a man can stand among the trees and see for miles over their uppermost branches. To the south, the view is twice broken slightly – by a lake and by a cranberry bog – but otherwise it, too, goes to the horizon in forest. To the west, pines, oaks, and cedars continue all the way, and the western horizon includes the summit of another hill – Apple Pie Hill – and the outline of another fire tower, from which the view three hundred and sixty degrees around is virtually the same as the view from Bear Swamp Hill, where, in a moment’s sweeping glance, a person can see hundreds of square miles of wilderness. The picture of New Jersey that most people hold in their minds is so different from this one that, considered beside it, the Pine Barrens, as they are called, become as incongruous as they are beautiful. West and north of the Pine Barrens is New Jersey’s central transportation corridor, where traffic of freight and people is more concentrated than it is anywhere else in the world. The corridor is one great compression of industrial shapes, industrial sounds, industrial air, and thousands and thousands of houses webbing over the spaces between the factories. Railroads and magnificent highways traverse this crowded scene, and by 1985 New Jersey hopes to have added so many additional high-speed roads that the present New Jersey Turnpike will be quite closely neighboured by the equivalent of at least six other turnpikes, all going in the same direction. In and around the New Jersey corridor, towns indistinguishably abut one another. Of the great unbroken city that will one day reach at least from Boston to Richmond, this section is already built. New Jersey has nearly a thousand people per square mile – the greatest population density of any state in the Union. In parts of northern New Jersey, there are as many as forty thousand people per square mile. In the central area of the Pine Barrens – the forest land that is still so undeveloped that it can be called wilderness – there are only fifteen people per square mile. This area, which includes about six hundred and fifty thousand acres, is nearly as large as Yosemite National Park. It is almost identical in size with Grand Canyon National Park, and it is much larger than Sequoia National Park, Great Smoky Mountains National Park, or, for that matter, most of the national parks in the United States. The people who live in the Pine Barrens are concentrated mainly in small forest towns, so the region’s uninhabited sections are quite large – twenty thousand acres here, thirty thousand acres there – and in one section of well over a hundred thousand acres there are only twenty-one people. The Pine Barrens are so close to New York that on a very clear night a bright light in the pines would be visible from the Empire State Building. A line ruled on a map from Boston to Richmond goes straight through the middle of the Pine Barrens. The halfway point between Boston and Richmond – the geographical epicentre of the developing megalopolis – is in the northern part of the woods, about twenty miles from Bear Swamp Hill.

         Technically, the Pine Barrens are much larger than the thousand or so square miles of them that remain wild, and their original outline is formed by the boundaries of a thick layer of sand soils that covers much of central and southern New Jersey – down the coast from the outskirts of Asbury Park to the Cape May Peninsula, and inland more than halfway across the state. Settlers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries found these soils unpromising for farms, left the land uncleared, and began to refer to the region as the Pine Barrens. People in New Jersey still use the term, with variants such as ‘the pine belt’, ‘the pinelands’, and, most frequently, ‘the pines’. Gradually, development of one kind or another has moved in over the edges of the forest, reducing the circumference of the wild land and creating a man-made boundary in place of the natural one. This transition line is often so abrupt that in many places on the periphery of the pines it is possible to be at one moment in farmland, or even in a residential development or an industrial zone, and in the next moment to be in the silence of a bewildering green country, where a journey of forty or fifty miles is necessary to get to the farms and factories on the other side. I don’t know where the exact centre of the pines may be, but in recent years I have spent considerable time there and have made outlines of the integral woodland on topographic maps and road maps, and from them I would judge that the heart of the pine country is in or near a place called Hog Wallow. There are twenty-five people in Hog Wallow. Some of them describe it, without any apparent intention to be clever, as a suburb of Jenkins, a town three miles away, which has forty-five people. One resident of Hog Wallow is Frederick Chambers Brown. I met him one summer morning when I stopped at his house to ask for water.

         
             

         

         Fred Brown’s house is on an unpaved road that curves along the edge of a wide cranberry bog. What attracted me to it was the pump that stands in his yard. It was something of a wonder that I noticed the pump, because there were, among other things, eight automobiles in the yard, two of them on their sides and one of them upside down, all ten years old or older. Around the cars were old refrigerators, vacuum cleaners, partly dismantled radios, cathode-ray tubes, a short wooden ski, a large wooden mallet, dozens of cranberry pickers’ boxes, many tyres, an orange crate dated 1946, a cord or so of firewood, mandolins, engine heads, and maybe a thousand other things. The house itself, two storeys high, was covered with tarpaper that was peeling away in some places, revealing its original shingles, made of Atlantic white cedar from the stream courses of the surrounding forest. I called out to ask if anyone was home, and a voice inside called back, ‘Come in. Come in. Come on the hell in.’

         I walked through a vestibule that had a dirt floor, stepped up into a kitchen, and went on into another room that had several overstuffed chairs in it and a porcelain-topped table, where Fred Brown was seated, eating a pork chop. He was dressed in a white sleeveless shirt, ankle-top shoes, and undershorts. He gave me a cheerful greeting and, without asking why I had come or what I wanted, picked up a pair of khaki trousers that had been tossed onto one of the overstuffed chairs and asked me to sit down. He set the trousers on another chair, and he apologised for being in the middle of his breakfast, explaining that he seldom drank much but the night before he had had a few drinks and this had caused his day to start slowly. ‘I don’t know what’s the matter with me, but there’s got to be something the matter with me, because drink don’t agree with me anymore,’ he said. He had a raw onion in one hand, and while he talked he shaved slices from the onion and ate them between bites of the chop. He was a muscular and well-built man, with short, bristly white hair, and he had bright, fast-moving eyes in a wide-open face. His legs were trim and strong, with large muscles in the calves. I guessed that he was about sixty, and for a man of sixty he seemed to be in remarkably good shape. He was actually seventy-nine. ‘My rule is: Never eat except when you’re hungry,’ he said, and he ate another slice of the onion.

         In a straight-backed chair near the doorway to the kitchen sat a young man with long black hair, who wore a visored red leather cap that had darkened with age. His shirt was coarse-woven and had eyelets down a V neck that was laced with a thong. His trousers were made of canvas, and he was wearing gum boots. His arms were folded, his legs were stretched out, he had one ankle over the other, and as he sat there he appeared to be sighting carefully past his feet, as if his toes were the outer frame of a gunsight and he could see some sort of target in the floor. When I had entered, I had said hello to him, and he had nodded without looking up. He had a long, straight nose and high cheekbones, in a deeply tanned face that was, somehow, gaunt. I had no idea whether he was shy or hostile. Eventually, when I came to know him, I found him to be as shy a person as I have ever had a chance to know. His name is Bill Wasovwich, and he lives alone in a cabin about half a mile from Fred. First his father, then his mother left him when he was a young boy, and he grew up depending on the help of various people in the pines. One of them, a cranberry grower, employs him and has given him some acreage, in which Bill is building a small cranberry bog of his own, ‘turfing it out’ by hand. When he is not working in the bogs, he goes roaming, as he puts it, setting out cross-country on long, looping journeys, hiking about thirty miles in a typical day, in search of what he calls ‘events’ – surprising a buck, or a grey fox, or perhaps a poacher or a man with a still. Almost no one who is not native to the pines could do this, for the woods have an undulating sameness, and the understory – huckleberries, sheep laurel, sweet fern, high-bush blueberry – is often so dense that a wanderer can walk in a fairly tight circle and think that he is moving in a straight line. State forest rangers spend a good part of their time finding hikers and hunters, some of whom have vanished for days. In his long, pathless journeys, Bill always emerges from the woods near his cabin – and about when he plans to. In the fall, when thousands of hunters come into the pines, he sometimes works as a guide. In the evenings, or in the daytime when he is not working or roaming, he goes to Fred Brown’s house and sits there for hours. The old man is a widower whose seven children are long since gone from Hog Wallow, and he is as expansively talkative and worldly as the young one is withdrawn and wild. Although there are fifty-three years between their ages, it is obviously fortunate for each of them to be the other’s neighbour.

         That first morning, while Bill went on looking at his outstretched toes, Fred got up from the table, put on his pants, and said he was going to cook me a pork chop, because I looked hungry and ought to eat something. It was about noon, and I was even hungrier than I may have looked, so I gratefully accepted his offer, which was a considerable one. There are two or three small general stores in the pines, but for anything as fragile as a fresh pork chop it is necessary to make a round trip from Fred’s place of about fifty miles. Fred went into the kitchen and dropped a chop into a frying pan that was crackling with hot grease. He has a fairly new four-burner stove that uses bottled gas. He keeps water in a large bowl on a table in the kitchen and ladles some when he wants it. While he cooked the meat, he looked out a window through a stand of pitch pines and into the cranberry bog. ‘I saw a big buck out here last night with velvet on his horns,’ he said. ‘Them horns is soft when they’re in velvet.’ On a nail high on one wall of the room that Bill and I were sitting in was a large meat cleaver. Next to it was a billy club. The wall itself was papered in a flower pattern, and the wallpaper continued out across the ceiling and down the three other walls, lending the room something of the appearance of the inside of a gift box. In some parts of the ceiling, the paper had come loose. ‘I didn’t paper this year,’ Fred said. ‘For the last couple months, I’ve had sinus.’ The floor was covered with old rugs. They had been put down in random pieces, and in some places as many as six layers were stacked up. In winter, when the temperature approaches zero, the worst cold comes through the floor. The only source of heat in the house is a wood-burning stove in the main room. There were seven calendars on the walls, all current and none with pictures of nudes. Fading into pastel on one wall was a rotogravure photograph of President and Mrs Eisenhower. A framed poem read:

         
            
               God hath not promised

               Sun without rain

               Joy without sorrow

               Peace without pain.

            

         

         Noticing my interest in all this, Fred reached into a drawer and showed me what appeared to be a postcard. On it was a photograph of a woman, and Fred said with a straight face that she was his present girl, adding that he meets her regularly under a juniper tree on a road farther south in the pines. The woman, whose appearance suggested strongly that she had never been within a great many miles of the Pine Barrens, was wearing nothing at all.

         I asked Fred what all those cars were doing in his yard, and he said that one of them was in running condition and the rest were its predecessors. The working vehicle was a 1956 Mercury. Each of the seven others had at one time or another been his best car, and each, in turn, had lain down like a sick animal and had died right there in the yard, unless it had been towed home after a mishap elsewhere in the pines. Fred recited, with affection, the history of each car. Of one old Ford, for example, he said, ‘I upset that up to Speedwell in the creek.’ And of an even older car, a station wagon, he said, ‘I busted that one up in the snow. I met a car on a little hill, and hit the brake, and hit a tree.’ One of the cars had met its end at a narrow bridge about four miles from Hog Wallow, where Fred had hit a state trooper, head on.

         The pork was delicious and almost crisp. Fred gave me a potato with it, and a pitcher of melted grease from the frying pan to pour over the potato. He also handed me a loaf of bread and a dish of margarine, saying, ‘Here’s your bread. You can have one piece or two. Whatever you want.’

         Fred apologised for not having a phone, after I asked where I would have to go to make a call, later on. He said, ‘I don’t have no phone because I don’t have no electric. If I had electric, I would have had a phone in here a long time ago.’ He uses a kerosene lamp, a propane lamp, and two flashlights.

         He asked where I was going, and I said that I had no particular destination, explaining that I was in the pines because I found it hard to believe that so much unbroken forest could still exist so near the big Eastern cities, and I wanted to see it while it was still there. ‘Is that so?’ he said, three times. Like many people in the pines, he often says things three times. ‘Is that so? Is that so?’

         I asked him what he thought of a plan that has been developed by Burlington and Ocean Counties to create a supersonic jetport in the pines, connected by a spur of the Garden State Parkway to a new city of two hundred and fifty thousand people, also in the pines.

         ‘They’ve been talking about that for three years, and they’ve never give up,’ Fred said.

         ‘It’d be the end of these woods,’ Bill said. This was the first time I heard Bill speak. I had been there for an hour, and he had not said a word. Without looking up, he said again, ‘It’d be the end of these woods, I can tell you that.’

         Fred said, ‘They could build ten jetports around me. I wouldn’t give a damn.’

         ‘You ain’t going to be around very long,’ Bill said to him. ‘It would be the end of these woods.’

         Fred took that as a fact, and not as an insult. ‘Yes, it would be the end of these woods,’ he said. ‘But there’d be people here you could do business with.’

         Bill said, ‘There ain’t no place like this left in the country, I don’t believe – and I travelled around a little bit, too.’

         Eventually, I made the request I had intended to make when I walked in the door. ‘Could I have some water?’ I said to Fred. ‘I have a jerry can and I’d like to fill it at the pump.’

         ‘Hell, yes,’ he said. ‘That isn’t my water. That’s God’s water. That’s God’s water. That right, Bill?’

         ‘I guess so,’ Bill said, without looking up. ‘It’s good water, I can tell you that.’

         ‘That’s God’s water,’ Fred said again. ‘Take all you want.’

         
             

         

         Outside, on the pump housing, was a bright-blue coffee tin full of priming water. I primed the pump and, before filling the jerry can, cupped my hands and drank. The water of the Pine Barrens is soft and pure, and there is so much of it that, like the forest above it, it is an incongruity in place and time. In the sand under the pines is a natural reservoir of pure water that, in volume, is the equivalent of a lake seventy-five feet deep with a surface of a thousand square miles. If all the impounding reservoirs, storage reservoirs, and distribution reservoirs in the New York City water system were filled to capacity – from Neversink and Schoharie to the Croton basin and Central Park – the Pine Barrens aquifer would still contain thirty times as much water. So little of this water is used that it can be said to be untapped. Its constant temperature is fifty-four degrees, and, in the language of a hydrological report on the Pine Barrens prepared in 1966 for the United States Geological Survey, ‘it can be expected to be bacterially sterile, odourless, clear; its chemical purity approaches that of uncontaminated rain-water or melted glacier ice’.

         In the United States as a whole, only about thirty per cent of the rainfall gets into the ground; the rest is lost to surface runoff or to evaporation, transpiration from leaves, and similar interceptors. In the Pine Barrens, fully half of all precipitation makes its way into the great aquifer, for, as the government report put it, ‘the loose, sandy soil can imbibe as much as six inches of water per hour’. The Pine Barrens rank as one of the greatest natural recharging areas in the world. Thus, the City of New York, say, could take all its daily water requirements out of the pines without fear of diminishing the basic supply. New Jersey could sell the Pine Barrens’ ‘annual ground-water discharge’ – the part that at the moment is running off into the Atlantic Ocean – for about two hundred million dollars a year. However, New Jersey does not sell a drop, in part because the state has its own future needs to consider. In the eighteen-seventies, Joseph Wharton, the Philadelphia mineralogist and financier for whom the Wharton School of Finance and Commerce of the University of Pennsylvania is named, recognised the enormous potentiality of the Pine Barrens as a source of water for Philadelphia, and between 1876 and 1890 he gradually acquired nearly a hundred thousand contiguous acres of Pine Barrens land. Wharton’s plan called for thirty-three shallow reservoirs in the pines, connected by a network of canals to one stupendous reservoir in Camden, from which an aqueduct would go under the Delaware River and into Philadelphia, where the pure waters of New Jersey would emerge from every tap, replacing a water supply that has been described as ‘dirty, bacterial soup’. Wharton’s plan was never executed, mainly because the New Jersey legislature drew itself together and passed prohibiting legislation. Wharton died in 1909. The Wharton Tract, as his immense New Jersey landholding was called, has remained undeveloped. It was considered as a site for the United States Air Force Academy. The state was slow in acquiring it in the public interest, but at last did so in 1955, and the whole of it is now Wharton State Forest.

         All the major river systems in the United States are polluted, and so are most of the minor ones, but all the small rivers and streams in the Pine Barrens are potable. The pinelands have their own divide. The Pine Barrens rivers rise in the pines. Some flow west to the Delaware; most flow south-east directly into the sea. There are no through-flowing streams in the pines – no waters coming in from cities and towns on higher ground, as is the case almost everywhere else on the Atlantic coastal plain. I have spent many weekends on canoe trips in the Pine Barrens – on the Wading River, the Oswego, the Batsto, the Mullica. There is no white water in any of these rivers, but they move along fairly rapidly; they are so tortuous that every hundred yards or so brings a new scene – often one that is reminiscent of canoeing country in the northern states and in Canada. Even on bright days, the rivers can be dark and almost sunless under stands of white cedar, and then, all in a moment, they run into brilliant sunshine where the banks rise higher and the forest of oak and pine is less dense. One indication of the size of the water resource below the Pine Barrens is that the streams keep flowing without great declines in volume even in prolonged times of drought. When streams in other parts of New Jersey were reduced to near or total dryness in recent years, the rivers in the pines were virtually unaffected. The characteristic colour of the water in the streams is the colour of tea – a phenomenon, often called ‘cedar water’, that is familiar in the Adirondacks, as in many other places where tannins and other organic waste from riparian cedar trees combine with iron from the ground water to give the rivers a deep colour. In summer, the cedar water is ordinarily so dark that the riverbeds are obscured, and while drifting along one has a feeling of being afloat on a river of fast-moving potable ink. For a few days after a long rain, however, the water is almost colourless. At these times, one can look down into it from a canoe and see the white sand bottom, ten or twelve feet below, and it is as clear as an image in the lens of a camera, with sunken timbers now and again coming into view and receding rapidly, at the speed of the river. Every strand of subsurface grass and every contour of the bottom sand is so sharply defined that the deep water above it seems, and is, irresistibly pure. Sea captains once took the cedar water of the Pine Barrens rivers with them on voyages, because cedar water would remain sweet and potable longer than any other water they could find.

         According to the government report, ‘The Pine Barrens have no equal in the northeastern United States not only for magnitude of water in storage and availability of recharge, but also for the ease and economy with which a large volume of water could be withdrawn.’ Typically, a pipe less than two inches in diameter driven thirty feet into the ground will produce fifty-five gallons a minute, and a twelve-inch pipe could bring up a million gallons a day. But, with all this, the vulnerability of the Pine Barrens aquifer is disturbing to contemplate. The water table is shallow in the pines, and the aquifer is extremely sensitive to contamination. The sand soil, which is so superior as a catcher of rain, is not good at filtering out or immobilising wastes. Pollutants, if they happen to get into the water, can travel long distances. Industry or even extensive residential development in the central pinelands could spread contaminants widely through the underground reservoir.

         When I had finished filling the jerry can from Fred Brown’s pump, I took another drink, and I said to him, ‘You’re lucky to live over such good water.’

         ‘You’re telling me,’ he said. ‘You can put this water in a jug and put it away for a year and it will still be the same. Water from outside of these woods would stink. Outside of these woods, some water stinks when you pump it out of the ground. The people that has dug deep around here claims that there are streams of water under this earth that runs all the time.’

         
             

         

         In the weeks that followed, I stopped in many times to see Fred, and saw nearly as much of Bill. They rode with me through the woods, in my car, for five and six hours at a time. In the evenings, we returned to Fred’s place with food from some peripheral town. It is possible to cross the pines on half a dozen state or federal roads, but very little of interest is visible from them. Several county roads – old crown roads with uneven macadam surfaces – connect the pine communities, but it is necessary to get off the paved roads altogether in order to see much of the forest. The areas are spacious – fifty, sixty, and seventy-five thousand acres – through which run no paved roads of any kind. There are many hundreds of miles of unpaved roads through the pines – two tracks in the sand, with underbrush growing up between them. Hunters use them, and foresters, firefighters, and woodcutters. A number of these sand roads have been there, and have remained unchanged, since before the American Revolution. They developed, for the most part, as Colonial stage routes, trails to charcoal pits, pulpwood-and-lumber roads, and connecting roads between communities that have disappeared from the world. In a place called Washington, five of these roads converge in the forest, as if from star points, and they suggest the former importance of Washington, but all that is left of the town is a single fragment of a stone structure. The sand roads are marked on topographic maps with parallel dotted lines, and driving on them can be something of a sport. It is possible to drive all day on the sand roads, and more than halfway across the state, but most people need to stop fairly often to study the topographic maps, for the roads sometimes come together in fantastic ganglia, and even when they are straight and apparently uncomplicated they constantly fork, presenting unclear choices between the main chance and culs-de-sac, of which there are many hundreds. No matter where we were – far up near Mt Misery, in the northern part of the pines, or over in the western extremities of the Wharton Tract, or down in the south-east, near the Bass River – Fred kept calling out directions. He always knew exactly where he was going. Fred was nearly forty when the first paved roads were built in the pines. Once, not far from the Godfrey Bridge on the Wading River, he said, ‘Look at these big pines. You would never think that I was as old as these big pines, would you? I seen all of these big pines grow. I remember this when it was all cut down for charcoal.’ A short distance away, he pointed into a high stand of pitch pines and scarlet oaks, and he said, ‘That’s the old Joe Holloway field. Holloway had a water-powered sawmill.’ In another part of the woods, we passed a small bald area, and he said, ‘That’s the Dan Dillett field, where Dan made charcoal.’ As the car kept moving, bouncing in the undulations of the sand and scraping against blueberry bushes and scrub-oak boughs, Fred kept narrating, picking fragments of the past out of the forest, in moments separated by miles: ‘Right here in this piece of woods is more rattlesnakes than anyplace else in the State of New Jersey. They had a sawmill in there. They used to kill three or four rattlesnakes when they was watering their horses at noon. Rattlesnakes like water … See that fire tower over there? The man in that tower – you take him fifty yards away from that tower and he’s lost. He don’t know the woods. He don’t know the woods. He don’t know the woods. He don’t know nothing. He can’t even fry a hamburger … I’ve gunned this part of the woods since I was ten years old. I know every foot of it here … Apple Pie Hill is a thunderstriking high hill. You don’t realise how high until you get up here. It’s the long slope of a hill that makes a high one … See that open spot in there? A group of girls used to keep a house in there. It was called Noah’s Ark … I worked this piece of cedar off here … I worked this bog for Joe Wharton once. My father used to work for Joe Wharton, too. He used to come and stay with my father. Joe Wharton was the nicest man you ever seen. That is, if you didn’t lie to him. He was quiet. He didn’t smile very often. I don’t know as I ever heard him laugh out loud … These are the Hocken Lowlands.’ The Hocken Lowlands surround the headwaters of Tulpehocken Creek, about five miles north-west of Hog Wallow, and are not identified on maps, not even on the large-scale topographic maps. As we moved along, Fred had a name for almost every rise and dip in the land. ‘This is Sandy Ridge,’ he said. ‘That road once went in to a bog. Houses were there. Now there’s nothing there … This is Bony’s Hole. A man named Bony used to water his horse here.’ Every so often, Fred would reach into his pocket and touch up his day with a minimal sip from a half pint of whiskey. He merely touched the bottle to his lips, then put it away. He did this at irregular intervals, and one day, when he had a new half pint, he took more than five hours to reduce the level of the whiskey from the neck to the shoulders of the bottle. At an intersection of two sand roads in the Wharton Tract, he pointed to a depression in the ground and said, ‘That hole in the ground was the cellar of an old jug tavern. That cellar was where they kept the jugs. There was a town here called Mount. That tavern is where my grandpop got drunk the last time he got drunk in his life. Grandmother went up to get him. When she came in, he said, ‘Mary, what are you doing here?’ He was so ashamed to see her there – and his daughter with her. He left a jug of whiskey right on the table, and his wife took one of his hands and his daughter the other and they led him out of there and past Washington Field and home to Jenkins Neck. He lived fifty years. He lived fifty years, and growed cranberries. He lived fifty years more, and he was never drunk again.’
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