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NASHVILLE:  THE MOOD

PART 15

Richard Stratton had been in Nashville off and on since the 1980s. Originally from Trenton, New Jersey, his family had moved when he was in high school to Raleigh, North Carolina. His father, a manager of department stores, had moved the family more than a few times regionally within the mid-Atlantic area. But the move to Raleigh, brought about by a change in jobs, had been the family’s last, and Stratton graduated from high school there. He went to Duke University for college, then entered Vanderbilt University Law School the following fall.

Like many northerners who grew up outside the South, but had moved south, Stratton got quite a shock at the difference in culture, race relations (not good in either place), and general attitudes toward religion, education, and other things. During one of his high school summers, he traveled even further south to western Alabama and eastern Mississippi, where he had worked for a voting rights organization as an intern during the early 1980s. While that experience had not been as large a shock to him as moving from New Jersey to North Carolina, it still was a shock due to both the much heavier mix of African Americans, and the setting in the rural areas where the bulk of the internship work took place.

During his law school days, Nashville seemed somewhat of a rough place to Stratton, as compared to Raleigh. He wasn’t sure what the difference was, but the people seemed a little rougher to him, the downtown area needed improvement, and the city almost seemed to be fading from what he understood were its grander days in the forties and fifties. The music industry was still going strong, at least in the recording sense of the business. But most people outside of the music business didn’t interact with it in any way. It was almost invisible, except for brief mentions in the major daily newspaper once in a great while. Race relations seemed quiet, but generally static. For a large southern city, Nashville did not have one of the larger black populations, and therefore it was hard to tell how progress was going. Certainly, blacks did not seem to have much input into city-wide events.

On the commercial front, Nashville seemed to lag some of the major North Carolina urban areas on a national and/or international presence of many businesses. The Carolinas had for some time been a frontrunner in the South in encouraging businesses of all sorts to build or relocate, and it had major successes on the international front as well.

Downtown Nashville was rough in those days. A lot of cruising, a fair amount of crime, and the establishments were faded hillbilly joints combined with a lack of distinctive restaurants. Many people who had fled the city rarely came back into it except for their jobs, and Nashville’s population only grew because it had taken in a large amount of surrounding area, outside of the old city limits, two decades earlier.

Still, Stratton found some things to his liking. He grew to like the old downtown area as it existed when he first arrived, but also slowly, ever so slowly, began to change even more as the decade passed. One or two new businesses would move in here and there, sometimes even a new restaurant that pushed the envelope. But in his law school days the city’s downtown area was never completely remade; it was probably less than one-third revamped by the time he left.

He liked the surrounding countryside, and how easy it was to get away from the city and reach outward for leisurely drives or to stop in small towns and get a better flavor of the entire state. He found himself liking Nashville both for its easy entry into downtown, and its easy way out. When he reflected on it, he realized it was mostly because the original city of Nashville was relatively small indeed.

After law school Stratton took a job as a staff attorney in the district attorney’s office in Denver. Although Stratton had believed he would like that type of law more than civil law, he soon began to find it boring. He began to wonder if he really wanted to be a lawyer. He knew that lawyers could change fields, often much more easily than in other circumstances, and Stratton was very interested in the idea.

He soon went to work for a travel magazine in Denver, making substantially less but enjoying the work much more. Eventually, he worked his way up the magazine’s ranks and was only two positions from the top. At that point, he began to get job offers from other travel magazines or organizations.

For the next few years, Stratton traveled around the area where the Great Plains meet the West. He lived in Salt Lake City, Albuquerque, New Mexico, and Omaha, Nebraska. This filled the next five years of his life while he was traveling constantly and writing almost as much. He got to see places he never thought he would go and had never even heard of before.

During those years, the idea of Nashville tugged at Stratton. For some reason it seemed different, being away from it. Things he had criticized and often made fun of now seemed like posts of comfort to him, like lighthouses beckoning him to come closer. He found the whole thing ridiculous and struggled with why his outlook on the city was changing, or had changed, and he could come to no resolution of the question. But the more he thought about it, the stronger the pull.

It had to happen eventually. He got a job offer and found himself negotiating with the company to work out of the Nashville area, to at least be based there. He even began to try to work into the deal the idea that he would be more of a regional travel writer than a national or international one, and his prospective employers soon agreed. Unbeknownst to him, the company had quietly begun to refocus on U.S. travel in much greater detail, particularly unknown getaways and backroads drives. Travel was big nowadays for all regions, and many U.S. travelers had often ignored destinations far closer to home, and much less expensive.

The deal was quickly concluded, and he soon found himself in Nashville, looking for a home. During the eight years he had been away, the city had grown tremendously, mostly outward. But there were still old neighborhoods with desirable locations and pricing. The quality of home construction on some of the older homes was generally superior to the modern suburban homes, although the older homes weren’t built out in a modern style. During his time as a law student, he had lived in apartments near the campus, but now he looked for a simple home that put him within easy reach of the downtown area and reasonably close to the airport. He found that housing prices had remained stable during his absence, and therefore the deal that he made for the home he eventually selected was not bad at all.

As a travel writer now settled in the city, Stratton turned to reading, in greater depth than he had before, the history of Nashville. It was founded in the late 1700s when the territory was still part of North Carolina. The city was positioned well, because it was located on a major river and, later, it became an important railroad junction. It officially became a city in the early 1800s, and by the 1840s had become the permanent capital of the state.

A couple of cholera epidemics that hit at mid-century devastated the small population of the city. Then, during the Civil War, Nashville was occupied early by Union forces and remained that way for the rest of the war. The Union forces emerged with a decisive victory at the Battle of Nashville in late 1864, which cemented the Union’s control over that region of the country, leading to more selective and devastating Union action for the remainder of the war. Shortly after the Civil War a chapter of the Ku Klux Klan was formed in Nashville and Confederate general Nathan Bedford Forrest soon took charge of the growing secretive organization. 

Stratton absorbed these details like a sponge. Even as he read them, he wondered why he had never read them before, but also why he was so interested in the details. He had never read the history of Denver, or even the history of his own area. Was it just a time in life where he found a new interest?

Realizing how comfortably he had settled back into the city, Stratton reflected frequently on his change of position. He knew that he liked the size of the city, that it was large enough to have most things one was looking for in a city, but also small enough and uncongested enough that it was easy to get in and out of downtown, both during the day and at night, and one rarely had trouble finding parking. Stratton liked the size of the city for exploring; the city was simply knowable, not like some large metropolises that he felt were worlds unto themselves, with too much stuff to see even in a lifetime. Looking ahead, he wondered if the mastery of Nashville that he was on pace to accomplish would make the city grow old after a time. Best to deal with that later, he thought.

Over the years, Stratton’s employers changed, but he remained in Nashville. The longer he stayed, the longer he liked it, surprising himself again. His relationships changed almost as frequently as his employers, but he kept meeting new people. Being a travel writer, he tended to get invited to certain events that might have passed him by if he had been just an ordinary citizen. Eventually he broadened his writing to include other things than travel, like current events, local politics, and other topics of interest, operating as more of a freelance writer than a steady employee of one company.

Stratton had many more acquaintances than true friends, even as the circle of people he met expanded greatly each year. Often when he changed jobs to where he mixed with a totally different group of people, he managed to stay in touch with many of his acquaintances in previous positions, some from a decade or more ago. But he had no real focus on most of them; he saw them superficially at mass gatherings and occasionally at group lunches or beers. Nothing wrong with that, but the relationships weren’t very deep, and Stratton was aware of that. He often wondered how many people he could call upon in a pinch if he really needed help.

He had had three serious romantic relationships, the longest of which was seven years. He also had many dates, often ending after one or two dates, and he had at least his share of one-night stands. But nothing had ended very badly, and certainly not for long. He had developed a habit, even in college, where if he saw a romantic relationship developing too quickly for his taste, he would often downplay his own interests or accomplishments and project certain bad vibes to the other person; the technique usually worked for him, at least on his terms.

Stratton had to travel to far-flung places as part of his work, at least during the first decade of his time in Nashville. He noted that during each trip he began to yearn, very early on, for a quick return to Nashville. He thought of how ridiculous he would have found that whole possibility fifteen years earlier, and wasn’t quite certain what to make of it, how to analyze it.

In time, he found a job that allowed him to cover middle Tennessee, northern Alabama, parts of northern Georgia, and major parts of southern Kentucky. As a result of that change, most of his trips were now day trips, and so he began to enjoy exploring the area in greater detail even as he continued to like living in the city. By now, Stratton was enjoying his life so much that he began to have a premonition of sorts that things were about to change. But then they never seemed to.

His articles about travel were mostly printed in national magazines, both online and print versions, but they were often picked up by local media in the metropolitan area. The only major local newspaper, for instance, ran most of his stories a month or so after they had first appeared in a national publication. Some Nashville area and regional magazines picked them up as well, usually once or twice a year. With his name “out there,” he was frequently invited to gatherings and mixed with a variety of people, both native citizens and interlopers like himself.

Although he had worked in an office during his early days in Nashville, that had ended soon thereafter, and he had spent the last decade and a half working out of his home. As a result, he didn’t have an office structure to gauge day-to-day sentiment around the city. No coworkers that lived in the city, no central location to visit each day. As a result, he sometimes felt isolated from things, and relished the gatherings he was invited to as a way of keeping track of people’s feelings. But he wondered how representative the gatherings were of the city population at large. Many of the people at the gatherings were elitists of some sort, either aides to elected officials or members of prominent civic organizations, or even representatives of large corporations who found their way into the gatherings one way or another.

In the gatherings, he still ran into different points of view. There were those who were born and raised in the city or in the countryside surrounding it who sometimes, if they knew Stratton well enough, could complain about “outsiders” who had come to the city and were hell bent on changing it. Almost always, the person quickly assured Stratton that they didn’t include him in the group, although they knew he was from the north originally and had lived in the city for many years. Stratton also ran into relative newcomers at those gatherings, and they had quite a different point of view. Many of them were still adjusting culturally, socially, trying to figure out if they could live with the differences between what Nashville offered and what they had left behind. Stratton could sense their mental resistance to adapting to the cultures; he had faced it himself many years ago. He knew it was just a matter of time; if they stayed long enough, they would change, and tend to like the changes, even to the point of defending them to future outsiders.

Those differences aside, Nashville wasn’t really an angry city, in Stratton’s analysis. It was more of a complaining city, the kind where everyone seemed to have formed a resentment against someone, something, somewhere. That could mean an institution like the local or state government, or it could be about the circumstances of any given day: bad weather, early morning meetings, a paralysis-style traffic jam, or a host of other things. But often, the resentment was aimed at another person, or another family, or to colleagues at work—individuals, however many, who were in somewhat close proximity to the resentful person on a regular basis. Under such circumstances, the resentment could run very deep.

Defending Nashville against the charge of being a resentful city was one that had occupied much of Stratton’s time over the years, especially when having a conversation with someone who had only lived in the city for a brief period. Long enough to understand the surface and develop some initial perceptions, but not so long that the person had gotten so used to everything they didn’t like and had wound up staying. It’s the one thing I notice first when I go there, a long-time friend of Stratton’s from northern New Jersey had told him on several occasions. If it weren’t for that one thing, his friend continued, it would be an OK city.

At a point Stratton began to segue away from travel articles, and branch out into other types of writing, including a short story or two, observations on local politics, some national issues and even several articles that could be termed brief partial histories of himself, giving just enough autobiographical details to set a certain tone for the thoughts expressed in the article. Those writings were usually carried as op-ed pieces in the only major newspaper, or as essays in an alternative weekly. Others appeared in citywide and regional magazines. Most of them paid very little, and Stratton was still captive to his travel writings for income.

In an early article, Stratton had broached the subject of an outsider moving to the city and had hit a few high points of his own time there and his interactions with others, both native citizens and those who had moved in at various parts of their lives. That article, limited though it was, opened a new door for Stratton into the Nashville psyche. He became the go-to author for any article a publication wanted to run that dealt with the phenomenon of newcomers arriving in Nashville to live, and their first few years there. It took several articles for Stratton to realize that he had fallen into this situation, and he reflected on how best to handle it.

Stratton had thought his original article about moving to the city had been well balanced, but he soon found that editors wanted a view that was as close to one hundred percent favorable to the city as Stratton could muster. While giving lip service to the idea of objectivity, those editors really wanted a push for the city, nothing that sounded really like criticism unless it was heavily disguised as good-natured ribbing. Stratton made a small and vain effort of resisting, but in a way it was where he was at that moment as well, and he surprised himself by being so open to the suggested changes from editors.

After several of his articles had appeared, Stratton realized that while there were a few cynics who regarded his descriptions as too cozy to the city, most readers were anxious to hear it. This included the large group of people who had lived in the city or around it all their lives, and those who were relatively recent arrivals. No one really wanted to read a negative portrayal of the city, or a group of observations that could be deemed negative by anyone summarizing them in a sentence or two. People wanted positivity, and only those few who had been here more than a few years and had somehow never moved on, but instead stayed to complain, had a real beef with the articles.

Once Stratton had successfully conformed his attitude to that desired by both his employers and readers, he became a go-to writer for all sorts of articles about the city, but especially those that were intended to convey a positive spin. They could be articles about city government and how it functioned, about various religious or medical institutions around the city, and even portraits of individual figures like elected politicians and prominent members of the public, non-profit, and for-profit sectors of the regional economy. The articles were generally presented as an objective view of what was going on with an institution, or a portrait of an individual, and the titles were often provocative, as if the intent of the articles was to stir up controversy, but within the articles themselves, a familiar pattern emerged: a soft-sell promotion of the city.

While Stratton wasn’t at all a muckraker, some of the author descriptions published along with the articles gave the impression that he was. And readers may have felt, after the article was over, that Stratton had vigorously explored a topic, or an individual, and had not shied away from asking probing questions and digging forensically into documents.

But the ones he was writing about, whether they were institutions, a person, or a group a person headed, or whether they were simply biographical portrayals of a prominent individual and their life, or even if it was a portrayal of a politician whom everyone already knew could say several things at once, and who had been dogged by rumors of corruption and other scandals—those people quickly came to appreciate Stratton as sort of a person to turn to if one wanted to be relieved of responsibility for anything controversial. Stratton wasn’t a “useful idiot;” he was simply a writer whom one generally could be sure would present the best side.

On a mid-spring morning, Stratton sat in his most comfortable chair in the little carport area he had had constructed two years earlier. It had become his favorite morning spot prior to starting work; essentially it was where his day was planned. He would go through yesterday’s mail, sometimes the mail from several days, and alternate opening the mail with reading the news on his phone. He missed watching television, even though he usually kept the sound muted or very low, but he had gotten plenty of television-watching time during the winter and liked the idea of a break in routine. Maybe one day he would put a television set in the carport, but there was no rush.

Since becoming a popular writer of a broad array of pieces, Stratton had found that the solicitations to him to write articles often kept his schedule filled. Not always, but often. It had been that way the last six or eight months, with him picking and choosing many of his assignments from several options, and even where those options had not been present, the one substantial offer was a good and interesting one. Many of the offers or inquiries were ones related to topics that had been brought to his attention before. This must be the tenth one, at least, he thought to himself as he scanned down a two-page letter outlining a potential article about the Church of Mesmenology. Stratton had kept up with the Church in a cursory way but had never been drawn to the idea of writing an article. He was generally aware of a natural tension between the Church and the media, but he had not placed the blame in one direction or the other. He knew that in Nashville the general reaction to the Church had been one of wariness tempered by curiosity and the cooperative spirit that most city leaders wanted to foster in the ruling communities. Stratton was unaware of any pending scandals in the Church, or even past ones. He had no personal allegiance to or suspicions about any person in the Church organizations; he didn’t really know any. He moved to put the letter aside, but he didn’t throw it away. Instead, he saved it to re-review the matter when convenient. It was a practice he had observed several times before, after receiving solicitations to write an article about the Church. Stratton was aware of both his nonchalantness and his nagging indecision about the subject.
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