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WHEN HE WAS STILL YOUNG

H.B. West

MUDDY WATER

The woods at the northwest end of Cool Springs Farm sit about a half mile uphill from Love Springs, past the house and barn where General Hancock billeted his troops seventy, eighty years before. We found the crude sawmill last year. It was not much more than a saw blade hooked by a pulley to a Ford tractor. But not the house.

Jingles and I heard the scream of the saw blade. Someone was working. I got a running start, jumped the creek, and came up short. Jingles splashed through it, up the hill toward the woods. Near the edge of the woods, he pulled up short, hair on his back straight up down to his tail. A two-story clapboard overgrown with scrub trees showed itself, windows half shuttered, screen door hanging by a hinge. It never felt the comfort of paint. Had Jingles not froze up; I would not have seen the house. A hand-dug well with a bucket tied to a rope is off the back porch. No power lines ran to the house. It must have had an outhouse, but I did not see one. Firewood half- stacked under a strip of tin roofing is being used. There is a horse tethered to a post at the back of the house. An overgrown footpath leads down to Baust Church Road. Angry barking came from inside the house. Jingles barked back, ears pulled back, hair still straight up, hindquarters low and quivering, upper lip curled, circling me. My hands shaking, drew an arrow, fumbled to notch it, and dropped it. Grabbed Jingles by his collar and pulled him up the hill away from the house. The barking from inside the house never stopped.

We headed home double-quick without disturbing the sawmill crew.

SCOLDING

DINNER TIME

Jingles and I were late for dinner, muddier than the two ladies who run this place would have liked.

Mother yelled, “Don’t let that dog in the house.”

I fed and brushed him on the porch.

My grandmother, Mary B. as she was known, “Where did you get that muddy?” scolding.

“Meadow Branch, across from the Reddick’s.”

“Good Lord boy, take those shoes off, leave them on the porch.” Still scolding.

“I found an old house in Cool Springs woods. It sits in the woods and faces Meadow Branch. We didn’t see anybody, but they have dogs.”

“Oh, my Lord, that’s Sammy Hyle’s place. Are you sure you didn’t see anybody? Did anybody see you? He lives there with his mother. Oh, Good Lord, you stay away from there. Sammy’s mother has a shotgun.”

“Who’s Sammy Hyle?”

Mary B., “Sammy is the only student I ever had that I could not teach to read. Poor soul.”

SOME MONTHS LATER

Mary B gave me a quarter and told me to run down to Mr. Tom’s store for a loaf of bread and a quart of milk. When Mary B asked you to do something, it was best to make haste. A conflab by the cash register caught my attention. I grabbed a loaf off the shelf. Milk was not self-service. They kept it behind the counter in a large red Coca-Cola icebox. I stepped over near the conflab. Bob and Toots surrounded Mr. Tom as he spoke to a man I had never seen. His face was unshaven. His dark, thinning hair lay flat on his suntanned head. He wore a long-sleeved, brown, heavy work shirt buttoned at the cuffs. There was a trace of mud at the bottom of his rumpled blue overalls, but none on his shoes. He had stacked cold cuts, bread, and cigarettes on the counter. Toots took a step back. Mr. Tom kept the cash register as a buffer between himself and the man. Bob stepped away to get the man an ice cream.

Mr. Tom asked, “When will your mother get her check?”

“Next week.”

“OK, make your mark on this receipt, use an X, bring the check in next week and I will cash it. You can take the groceries with you. Bob will drive you out the road.”

The man gathered up his stuff. He and Bob headed out of the store. Bob scoffed but did what his father said.

Mr. Tom, “Oh, and Sammy take a bath.” Delivered not as a suggestion.

“Ain’t taken no bath...water am weaknin’,” said with an attitude.

––––––––
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COOL SPRINGS FARM

Five or six years before I failed my driver’s license test for the second time. Jingles and I still roamed the fields and forests surrounding The Orchard. I carried a quiver of home-made arrows and a straight hickory bow with a thirty-pound pull. A cool October breeze stirred Jingle’s instincts, who had a twenty-year-old nose. He searched the breeze for scent of a pheasant or rabbit. He was my constant and only companion, always anxious for me to get home from school. He ran free ahead of me.

The Holsteins paid no attention to Jingles and there was plenty of game.

Around about 1764, an Englishman by the name of Metcalf carved out a few hundred acres from Lord Baltimore’s “Hard Scrabble” Land Grant and called it The Orchard. The road that runs a little over half a mile east to west was known as the National Pike, located at the fork of the main road from Baltimore to Hagerstown and the Buffalo Road, a major north-south route.  Buffalo Road is now extinct. He paraded his Creole wife around Baltimore and its surroundings in a four-horse carriage. There was already a structured grouping of English walnut trees on the southwest side of. the road. He planted another row of six trees, making an even dozen. Some are still there today. Behind what was the Segafoose Hotel.

Metcalf discovered a steady stream of fresh water at Love Springs back off the northeast side of the road. Built a dam, a house and barn from hickory harvested from the woods at the top of the hill. Painted “Cool Spring Farm“ on the side of the barn. Two hundred years have passed since then, and there are still Metcalf’s in the area. 

The turn of the next century brought buildings and brick sidewalks. People called it the Forks. Maple trees lined both sides of the road, forming a canopy and providing shade. The pace of life was slower back then. There must be something in the water, as things still move slow. As they have since the War Between the States.

June 28, 1863

THE HILLS HAVE NAMES

Local legend has it that General Winfield S. Hancock chose to bivouac some of his troops at Love Springs on Cool Spring Farm, a short distance northeast of town, fresh water being necessary.

He marched up Bark Hill to enter the town from the west. Had he turned onto the first road on the left, he would have gone up Lazy Hill. On a clear day, he could have seen Big Round Top from the cemetery that rests on the crest of Lazy Hill. Upon entering the town, a Yankee soldier in his company observed that it was a secluded village, patriotic but paralyzed just now by the nearness of the rebel army.

Hancock was looking for Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. Instead, he damn near found J. E. B. Stuart and three brigades of his Confederate cavalry. The Orchard’s townsfolk warned him. Stuart’s camp was seven miles away. General Hancock chose to ignore this local intelligence. Had he headed east to Westminster, he would have gone down Polk Hill and changed history. Cool Spring Farm was one of my favorite places to roam around with my English springer spaniel, Jingles. Even if I had a dog, I could not do that now.

SOME YEARS LATER

THE ORCHARD

The stars and stripes fly from many front porches, not just on holidays. A closer look and you will see the stars and bars on the back porch. The Segafoose Hotel, where Hancock and his officers took their comfort, is now a private residence with a historical marker in the front yard. Love Spring is still there, I reckon, but too many locked gates and barbed wire fences keep the corn from fraternizing with the soybeans and keep me from exploring. Where dairy farms once flourished, there are now chopped-up horse pastures. Holding pens are now front yards.

The Rising Sun Tavern closed in 1842. In the same year, the Crossed Keys Tavern also closed, leaving only the Segafoose Hotel, which had gained and maintained an excellent reputation for food and entertainment. And a shaded outdoor beer garden amongst the walnut trees.

John Smith built my house in 1842 on about a half-acre on the north side of the road halfway from Polk Hill on the east end to the foot of Lazy Hill on the west side. There are two healthy English walnut trees at the back end of the property.

My back porch has developed an excellent reputation for fine food, wine, entertainment, and American whiskey. Maintaining The Orchard’s long-lost tradition of fine food and drink and a vow. I took to myself to keep the home in the family for a hundred years.

The Orchard’s heyday came to an end around 1885. The town almost died. The railroad chose a different direction. Only three stores remained, three churches, and one bank to serve the two hundred-seventy-five residents. Things stayed pretty much the same for eighty years. Most folks kept chickens, and some fed them table scraps. Vegetable gardens and outhouses are few. Farm animals no longer graze in backyards. 

In the 1970s, things started to change again. The two stores that sold gasoline closed; the surviving store housed the post office in the front corner. Every house had its own post office box. The store was not self-service. Penny candy, cigarettes, dry goods, assorted meats, gossip, and the world’s most delicious ice cream were there to meet every need. The ice cream came out of an outbuilding behind the store with the cream of local Holsteins — unregulated, uncertified, and not homogenized. The store was the gathering place. A sign still hangs there today, declaring it to be Devilbiss’s Store. Everybody called it Mr. Tom’s. The Great Fire of 1976 reduced one church and several houses to ashes. The bank was bought by a more prominent bank and closed. Locals did not need to borrow money. 

Today, all the stores are gone.

I could have enjoyed living here in The Orchard’s golden years, except for the lack of indoor plumbing. The Orchard is still a pretty town. It is not the same as I left it forty-seven years ago. The Orchard has not grown any; still, it is not as I remember. A politician moved to town, thought the road needed improvement, widened enough to cover the maple trees’ feeder roots, and put a double yellow line down its middle. The maple leaf canopy is now gone. Three 100-year-old maples in front of my house died from the time I first left till I came back. There has always been farm equipment coming and going as far back as I can remember. The farmers were still milking before the sun came up, and there was still room on either side of the road for the rain to drain off naturally, feeding the tree roots. Kids cannot ride their bikes in town as we once did or play pitch and catch in front of the house. 

There were bobwhite quail then; he knew their call. There were wild pheasants then, too. I missed a lot of flushes. Back before crop rotation became popular, there was a cornfield at the corner of Trevanion Road and Baust Church Road. During harvest, the stalks were cut and choked, leaving rows of foot-high stubble. Jingles would hunt through the chocked corn, running as fast as he could from one to another. One day he jerked himself to the right and flushed a cock bird from a row of stubble. I was not even close enough to get a shot off, but I did and missed and lost the arrow. I think he knew I could not hit a flushed bird with an arrow; the bird was too fast and the archer too slow. The following year, in the same field, he went straight for the spot where he had flushed the pheasant the year before. The bird was not there. His tail sagged, but he never quit.

There were few deer then, only in the mountains. It was early fall when he and I were headed home near dark in what had been a hayfield just north of town. It was close enough to the house to hear my father whistling, beckoning us to dinner. A big buck and two doe bolted out of Devilbiss’s woods, over the open field, toward the woods behind Clear Spring Farm. Jingles gave a short chase.

After supper, I scampered as only a ten-year-old can do down to Mr. Tom’s, where the old people would gossip and enjoy the most delicious ice cream in the world. I excitedly reported the extraordinary deer sighting because deer were rare, and hunting season was near.

“Don’t come in here tellin’ lies, kid.”

Everyone knew deer were only in the mountains. Nobody else had a bird dog, not even a respectable hound. Bad feelings, contempt, maybe jealousy filled the air. I had never milked a cow or made hay. Fisher did, lost his right leg in a thrashing machine.

Jingles could be a rabbit dog. He scared one up in the chopped and shocked cornfield with knee-high stubble. He turned it back toward me, full speed, ten rows over. It took him a couple or three tries to figure out how not to stick himself with the arrow, but he brought it to hand. Mother would not cook or eat it, but the neighbor who kept pigeons would.

At Mr. Tom’s that evening, some old man remarked, “Heard you killed a rabbit.” 

“Yeah,” I smiled.

“Must have been a sick or stupid rabbit,” snarled some old woman.

Elbows jabbed ribs; backs got slapped, the funniest thing the old gossipers ever heard. Not one of them ever shot a bow or had a bird dog. I had never milked a cow or made hay. But I have since sailed up the Nile and made a par on the Road Hole at St. Andrews.

DECEMBER 1960

CARROLL COUNTY

I read every word of the NO TRESPASSING sign, nailed to the tree as the headlights of the ‘56 Chevrolet flashed over it, even the small print.

“Please, Lord, do not let us hit that tree,” I prayed aloud.

Blackie, Doc, and I were at the Alguire girls’ house in Wakefield Valley. Doc had come home from Montana, and I drove up from North Carolina. Blackie still lived in Union Bridge. It was some days after Christmas and a few before New Year’s Eve. We had not been together since graduation in June. A party was in order, and we did. Around midnight, Arch thought his daughters should be in bed. He invited us guys to go home. We were too young to buy beer. So, we didn’t. Arch drank scotch and did not share.

In those days when it snowed, it hung around for a week or more. A foot of two-day-old snow covered the fields. The State Roads Department plowed and salted the day before. The sun warmed the roads that afternoon and melted what residual snow the plow scraped over. They stacked the snow up in a two-foot-high berm along the edge of the road that ran from Wakefield Valley to Union Bridge. By midnight, the temperature dropped below freezing.

I was riding shotgun in Blackie’s two-door hard-top Chevy with a white stripe down the side. It was a two-tone Belair. I do not recall the other color. Doc was driving his parents’ four-door sedan, perhaps a Buick. Instead of taking me home to The Orchard, Blackie headed for Union Bridge. Doc followed, and a race broke out.

We made it as far as Linwood, in I suspect record time. The road takes a slight right bend near where the Millburys lived and before the concrete bridge over a small stream. The back end of the Chevy caught up with the front end as fast as a ‘56 Belair would go. We pegged the speedometer. Doc was right on our back bumper. The Millbury house sits back off the road. There was a large walnut tree at the start of their lane, just behind a wire fence to keep the cows in the pasture.

The Chevy hit the berm head-on in front of the tree with the NO TRESPASSING sign. He answered my prayer, and we cleared the fence. Silence, nothingness, flashes of searing white light as the car took flight. I think I saw Jesus; I know I called his name. It rolled and flipped and rolled some more and spun around in circles on its top as it landed some hundred feet into the pasture, and short of the creek. Then darkness. It did not wake the Millburys.

Blackie fell out mid-flight, landing in a foot of fluffy snow. Me and the car kept going. I rode it down. I woke up, not dead, looking out at the only space that I could crawl out. Doc jumped the fence and ran to where Blackie knelt in the snow, helped him to his feet. They both hurried to help me out of the now flat-top two-door Chevy. My right pant leg turned red. A hunk of meat dangled off the bone. There was no pain. No feeling at all. Blackie, bleary-eyed, stammered that he was all right.

We woke Blackie’s parents. They called the ambulance and tended to my leg as best they could. I wanted to cut the hunk off. Blackie’s mama said, no you don’t. She slapped the hunk back on the bone. Wrapped it up. Raw meat and bare bones showed above the bandage. Still no pain, Blackie sat stunned on the couch, saying nothing, still bleary-eyed. Doc was on the phone with his parents. The nearest hospital was in Frederick. I did not want to go; they insisted. Now well after midnight, the ambulance driver and his EMT looked at me as if to say, “What the hell were you doing?” They were in no mood for this trip. Dr. Colour called for nursing help. A half dozen or more showed up.

“Ruban?” surprised.

“Hi Patty, it has been a while.” Not since I took her to my senior prom. Ended up in Devilbiss’s woods the night Clearance Dingle took a shortcut through the woods to his shack on Baust Church Road and started the rumor that I carried a gun under the front seat of the ‘54 Buick.

“You know this guy?” 

Patty nodded, “Yes.”

Dr. Colour, “Get out.” Without looking up from his work.

Two state troopers replaced her. They did not believe we were only doing fifty and hit a patch of ice. They questioned me at length. Dr. Colour was busy sewing me back together. A hundred or more stitches. He grew tired of the inquisition and sent the troopers on their way. Dr. Colour said, “No, you are not going home.”

Patty visited my hospital room every day for three days. The Alguire girls stopped by for a chat. Doc and Blackie came by to say the Troopers inspected the crash site. 

“Black ice,” they said. Never saw Patty after that.

I was no sooner home when a neighbor, who lived five doors down the street and worked for the State Roads Department, came by my house. My father showed him to the living room and summoned me to join them. I hobbled in on crutches. The neighbor said he had inspected the road at the site of the wreck. 

“There was no ice,” he said. 

My mind flashed back ten years or more. I never made hay or milked cows; therefore, I had never worked a day in my life. Now, I’m in college and driving drunk. My father showed him the door. Rumors of the wreck, ice patches, alcohol, and speed persisted. I needed to be somewhere other than The Orchard. My parents loaded me on a train back to North Carolina. My leg could forecast rain.

THE BELLS HAVE NAMES

It feels like a beautiful Carolina late-September morning, except it is The Orchard, and it is late July. A gully washer of a storm blew through here yesterday and cleaned out the dreadful mugginess, leaving a pure blue sky. In the distance, a church bell calls parishioners to services. I recognize it as “Little Becky.” The bell that for one hundred and twenty-five years graced the steeple of St. Paul’s Lutheran Church.. Mary B. wanted “Little Becky” to chime once for every year she was old when she died; that would have been one hundred and two. It is the water. I did not remember in time to make that happen.

“Little Becky” now welcomes the St. Mark’s Orthodox Syrian congregation. Two years ago, they removed the Syrian from the church sign.

Later, after eggs and oven-baked bacon, another, closer bell peals, signaling ten o’clock services at the Methodist Church. After the Great Fire of 1976, only two churches remained. The Church of God and the adjoining parsonage burned to the ground. The steeple rose eighty feet above the pavement when it collapsed, and the bell tumbled, crashing, ringing its death knell; the memory still sends shivers down the spine. It took forever to quiet down. My house is a one-lane driveway away from the church. Except for the charred rafters in the attic, the house remained undamaged. 

A young rabbit stopped by my breakfast table for a moment on his morning rounds, unhurried. It had been in the herb garden, nibbling weeds. James Galway is playing Mozart’s Concerto for flute and harp softly in the background. The coffee is black and strong. A wren sings from the dogwood tree shading the patio from the morning sun. A pair of red-tailed hawks circle overhead, glistening in the sun, shrieking at each other. The overstocked flock of English sparrows has taken shelter. It is an otherwise quiet Sunday morning.

The catbirds showed themselves early, before the coffee cooled. They have become stealthy in their movements and quiet of voice. One paused in the dogwood tree, surveying the landscape before flitting onto its nest in the holly tree. It carries an insect in its beak. It makes the meowing sound as it feeds the young in the nest.

They arrive here in late spring and have for the past ten years. The world is a better place when they arrive. Their spring song is a pleasant lyrical tune. They go to a quiet meow when their young hatch. This year they built in the box woods as they have for the past nine years. A cardinal was building a nest in the holly tree. They ran him off and moved into that tree farther removed from the patio and my breakfast table.

Someone within earshot cranked up a motorized yard tool. A choir of other such devices will join it as the day progresses. This peaceful Sunday morning has come to an end. Before motorized yard implements, they did not do such work on Sundays. The summer evenings must have been longer than. They did it all quietly.

Sunday mornings were for church. Sunday afternoons were for fried chicken, iced tea, conversation, and visiting. Early Sunday evenings were for a drive in the country to escape the chimes that blared forth hymns from the Church of God steeple. Loudspeakers broadcast the Lord’s music to the countryside from seventy-eight rpm records. Five miles away was a pleasant distance to enjoy the music. Thirty feet away on Wednesday and Sunday evenings was hard to endure. There are no more chickens, vegetable gardens, outhouses, or barns, and the chimes went down with the church. There’s only grass that needs to be cut three days a week and always on Sunday.

The noise agitation faded into a quiet, peaceful Sunday afternoon with wine and Stephanie. Conversation was easy, being the lone patron at her bar in the Red Horse. It is now past sundown; I am back on the patio, reclined in the hundred-year-old white wicker rocker. There is still a glow in the western sky. The motorized yard grooming has stopped. Drifting in and out of a wine sleep, there was a presence at my feet, the young rabbit nibbling my shoestrings.

Saturday mornings in the fall were for gathering leaves with a leaf rake. The fallen maple leaves that formed a spectacular canopy of color throughout the town were raked into small piles in front of the house. There were fifteen feet of gravel between the brick sidewalks and the paved road, more than enough to allow cars to park in front of each house, and several piles of raked leaves. On windless Saturdays, the piles would be set afire. The spicy, acrid smell of burning leaves will always bring back memories. As the fires burned out and the smoke cleared, neighbors would gather in small groups to share the past week’s happenings while awaiting Walter’s butcher wagon. A converted pickup truck with a chopping block for a bed and wood-paneled sides with meat hooks holding sausage, beefsteaks, lamb chops, slabs of bacon, sweetbreads, and a leg bone for Jingles. All fresh cut on the chopping block bed. All without refrigeration or even a fly strip, and all the best.
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