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Genealogy




Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there, wondering, fearing,


doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before.


— Edgar Allan Poe, “The Raven”





I am an amateur genealogist, which is to say I am a man who spends too many lunch hours and evenings in front of a screen following surnames through ship manifests and census records and county courthouse filings, chasing the dead through their paperwork. I have been doing this for over thirty years. The dead are not particularly interested in being found, but they leave trails anyway — in the records they filed and the taxes they paid and the children they registered and the land they deeded and the graves they were put into, if anyone thought to mark the graves, which not everyone did. The trail is always there. You learn to read it. 

I have traced my own family back to circumstances some would rather I not have found — a part of American history that a genealogist encounters when he digs deep enough, the two columns on the same page of the same ledger, the name distributed like property to the people who were property. I have traced other families connected to mine by that history, following threads I had no obligation to follow but could not leave alone. That is the nature of the work. You pull a thread. You follow it. You find out where it goes.

Several years ago, on a Tuesday evening in the fall, I was sitting on the fourth floor of the Benjamin Hooks Central Library in Memphis — the genealogy section, the one that smells of old paper and microfilm, and has the particular stillness of a room where people come to find things they are not always prepared to find. I was there for my own reasons, following my own thread, when I found something I was not looking for and have not been able to put down since.

The library sits on Poplar Avenue, around the corner from Tillman Street in the Binghamton neighborhood of Memphis. I had kept offices on Tillman Street for twenty years. I lived with my parents and sister at the eastern edge of Binghamton until I was five years old, when we moved southeast to the suburbs that were being built out of old farmland, the way suburbs were built all around Memphis in the 1970’s. I do not remember Binghamton with any clarity. I remember that the neighbors kept birds in a cage. I remember the store at the end of the street.

I was perhaps a quarter mile from Tillman Street when I found the name.

The name was Bär. A Bavarian family name meaning bear — common enough in the German-speaking world, unremarkable in its origins. I found it in a church record from a village at the edge of the Bavarian Forest in the middle of the nineteenth century. A woodcutter’s family. A wife. A son called Pip, whose given name was Björn — bear in the old Norse tongue, a doubling that someone in the family had intended as a blessing. The church record after that entry goes silent in the way records go silent when something has happened that the surviving community preferred not to document. Not absent. Silent. After decades of researching genealogy I have learned to read that silence as carefully as the words.

I sat at that table for a long time before I moved on. I should have moved on sooner. I should have left the thread where I found it. I did not.

The name crossed the Atlantic with the boy who survived. He came to Mississippi in the years before the war, anglicized Bär to Behr on arrival — same root, same sound in any mouth — and settled in Quitman County, in the flat cotton country of the Delta. His Old World dreams came to the New World and he must have made the most of them. What the records show is that the name Behr appears in Quitman County in two columns on the same plantation manifest — the column for the white landholder and the column for the people he held, both recorded under the same name. The master’s name distributed like property to the people who were property.

After emancipation the two lines diverge. The white Behr line fades from the records by the turn of the century. The other line stays — the line that carries both the name and the blood of the German landholder, the way such lines did throughout the Delta, the master’s name and the master’s blood both distributed without his consent being required or his acknowledgment ever given. By Edmund's generation the family's mixed appearance reflected that history in the way that Quitman County insisted on noting — in deed records, in census columns, in the careful designations that the county used to keep track of such things. Edmund and Mabel paid those designations no attention. A man is not a census column. 

Edmund Behr. Mabel Behr. Their son Bruno, called Gus. Sharecropping the same land their grandparents had worked under a different legal arrangement, on the Coldwater River in Quitman County, Mississippi, in the years of the Depression.

I found the name a third time in a Memphis phonebook. A man named Gus Baer — one more small orthographic adjustment, the same sound in any mouth — residing in the Binghamton neighborhood two blocks from Tillman Street. He had come up from the Delta on the Illinois Central, the way people came up in those years, following the Great Migration out of the cotton country. His son. His grandson Marcus. The line continuing, the name carrying forward, the bear at the center of it in every iteration.

Bär. Behr. Baer. Three spellings. One sound. One meaning. The animal that is large and patient and dangerous and very hard to stop once it has decided to move.

What I also found, attached to each of these families at the moment their records go quiet or strange, was a description. Not always written. Sometimes only preserved in the oral accounts of neighbors, in letters, in the marginal notations of clerks recording something they could not categorize. A girl. Fair-haired. A pale nondescript dress. Nothing in her face you could hold onto.

I am a practical man by inclination and by profession. I designed building systems for a living — the mechanical infrastructure that makes a building work, that keeps the air moving and the toilets flushing and the temperature where it needs to be for people to function safely inside. I spend my days thinking about load calculations and system redundancy and the ways things fail when they are not designed correctly. I am not a man who reaches for explanations that exceed the available evidence.

What I can say with confidence is that the name travels and the description travels with it, across an ocean and a century and a half and the full width of American history, and that I have not been able to find a rational account that encompasses all three occurrences.

What follows are three accounts reconstructed from the sources available to me — historical records, oral histories, a police report filed in Memphis that I obtained through a public records request and that I have not been able to stop thinking about since. I have written them as narrative because that is the form they seem to require. I have not invented the essential details. I have, in places, supplied the connective tissue that the surviving records leave out.

I do not know who or even what she is. I know what she does. I know the name she follows and the houses she finds and the quality of silence she leaves behind her. I know that in each account there is a child who survives — a boy, always, always the smallest one, always with a bear’s name somewhere in his given name, though by the third generation nobody knows this and the knowing has been traveling in the name without anyone to carry it consciously. I know that in each account there is an old man on the margin who sees her and knows, or almost knows, and cannot stop what is coming. I know that in the most recent account the old man moves, but not in time. Not fast enough to save everyone. Fast enough to save the child. I do not know if that is progress. I think the child would have been left alone anyway.

I have a son. He has a wife. They have a child. I know what kind of house they keep — the boots by the door, the knife kept sharp. When the boy is older there will be the drawing on the refrigerator in his wobbly but loving hand. I know exactly what kind of house they keep, because I raised the man who keeps it.

I wrote this book anyway. Make of that what you will.

— J.G.

Hernando, Mississippi








  
  

Act 1


ELSPETH OF THE DUNKELWALD





I.


She came out of the wood in the early afternoon, when the light was still good and the path back to wherever she had come from was easy to find. Her dress was clean. This was always the part people would later find most difficult to explain — the dress. Pale, neat at the collar, not a mark on it despite coming out of the Bavarian forest. Her hair caught the light as she walked, very fair, loose around her shoulders and bright as hammered gold in the afternoon. Her eyes were clear and she walked the way she always walked, without hurry, without looking behind her. 

A charcoal-burner named Oskar saw her emerge from the tree line near the old mill road. He had no reason at the time to pay particular attention, and therefore did not. A girl coming out of the Dunkelwald in the afternoon. What he noticed was the hair. Golden, he would say later, “very bright in the slanted light” as he later recalled it, “Golden Locks.” She nodded at him, the brief indifferent nod of someone who does not intend to be remembered, and then she was past him and into the village.

Oskar went back to his burn. The charcoal would not wait for his curiosity. He did not think about her again until three days later, when they found the Bär cottage, and by then the thinking served no purpose except to remind him of what he had not done.

By then, of course, it was too late to think about anything useful.

* * *


Now go back. Go back to the beginning, which is to say go back to the morning, which is to say go back before the light shifted, before Oskar saw her, before anything was finished.

Go back to where it starts.

It always starts the same way.

II.


Henrik Bär rose before the light, the way he always did. Not because the day required it — the trip to the high meadow could have started at mid-morning without any loss — but because Henrik had been rising before the light since he was fourteen years old and the habit had outlasted the necessity the way habits do when they are tied to who a man believes himself to be. He was a man who rose before the light. He was a man who had his tools in order. He was a man who kept his accounts, who met his obligations, who did not complain about the cold.
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