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  What Readers are Saying About Hunter James and A New Dawn in Appalachia




  





  “Hunter James has the unique ability to not only introduce you to his real characters but to give you the sense you really know them...When you finish this book you will feel you know those persons to whom you have been introduced.”—David Poynor, retired newspaper man and journalist.




  “Raw, powerful, and intriguing! Celebrities, fascinating unknowns, the mountains and foothills of Western North Carolina, Hunter James brings them alive. Highly skilled interviewer. Masterful writer, Tops at letting people talk. He puts you there with his striking and beautiful word pictures. Reminiscent of Faulkner, but shorter sentences, thank god!”—William C. Nichols, psychologist, author, editor (allegedly retired.).




  “...a must-read for anyone interested in finding out what life in the Blue Ridge is really like.... The reader will also find plenty of material about mountain politics, literature, marijuana hunts and how not to get eaten by bears. Yes, and much more besides.”—Gene Laughter - Glen Allen, Virginia.




  “. . . one of the best books I've read on the culture, traditional and contemporary [life] of the Southern Appalachians.” Fred Hobson, University of North Carolina Lineberger Distinguished Professor of Humanities, Editor, Southern Literary Journal.




  “Hunter James' new work . . . will not only catapult you back to the 'Hobo Journalist's' Golden Age of story telling, but will do so in a very nostalgic manner . . . a big 'falling down coconut cake' of wit and southern colloquial that, until now, seemed to be Gone with the Wind.”—Mike Riles
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  In more than thirty-five years of newspapering, Hunter James has worked as an editorialist and correspondent for numerous newspapers including The Baltimore Sun, The Atlanta Constitution, and The Richmond Times Dispatch. Virginia's annual press association contest and first place for editorial writing in the North Carolina press association contest.




  He shared in the 1970 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service for his editorials in the Winston-Salem Journal and Sentinel that led to the saving of North Carolina’s scenic New River from a massive hydro-electric project.




  His articles and stories have appeared in National Geographic's books, Southern Review, Historic Preservation, Southern Cultures, Horizon, Southern Magazine, and many others.




  He has published several novels and nonfiction books including The Quiet People of the Land, History of Old Salem, All the Forgotten Places, Smile Pretty and Say Jesus, and his latest work, Life Among the Nabobs.
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  FATEFUL TWILIGHT




  




  Though now the sun is down, all hope of dawn




  Has not yet fled. The antique shadow world




  In which I sit, amid the trees, alone,




  Brings hope anew, I say, for some, though peril




  As sure for those of us still in the throes




  Of youth. How can this be? What looms within




  The darkened woodlands, cliffs and thorny coves




  To bring so soon great age, disgrace and sin?




  Now in my house of doom that is the doom




  Of youth I sense the flow of years, of life




  Too quickly fled amid the roseate gloom




  Of dusk. How now so old and bent with strife




  And menaced surely by a dubious fate




  That lacks the tact to wait its proper date?
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  PROLOGUE


  MOODS OF SUMMER AND SUMMER’S END




  




  “From the days of the first grandfather,” wrote poet James Russell Lowell more than one-hundred-fifty years ago, “everybody has remembered a golden age behind him.” A thought not of great profundity, little more than the manifestation of an “archaic mentality,” historian Arnold Toynbee once said, a bit mysteriously; yet nonetheless worthy of reflection. The echoes of our own golden age, even if we can’t say when it was exactly, seem unusually poignant and distinct these days, especially now that a monstrous evil—and whatever deity is behind it—appears to be growing ever more powerful even as we look on in a kind of terrified bemusement.




  Almost every day brings new evidence of our plight, more proof of how we have been caught in a singularly mean and vicious period of our history, as exemplified by recent presidential elections, with wars and rumors of wars resounding throughout the world; a time so sordid one often feels compelled to go back and search out whatever it was that once inspired us with pride in our national heritage.




  Yet the dark perspective grows darker by the day, brought on by evil forces far beyond the scope of our understanding, fighting with great success to control the world of matter, the odds seemingly all in their favor. Humankind is not providing the spiritual power with much help, even though, as some believe, such is our main purpose, perhaps even our whole purpose, for being on this earth at all—and on how many other unknown worlds? It appears we have been much too captivated by our technological skills, not unlike the denizens of legendary Atlantis, ever to cast our lots with those who would destroy the evil deity believed by some to have taken over the whole universe of matter, if, in fact, he or she did not create it. All but a very few of earth’s varied populations are solely devoted to looking after their worldly interests.




  From childhood we have been soundly reminded how the spiritual power of the Most High God will ultimately prevail over the malignant deity who’s got his thumb stuck in our eyes. Not tomorrow, next week or even in the next century. But sometime, somehow, somewhere, with our help or without it. It would be a great comfort to believe a Higher Power is waiting to even up the score—if indeed he has not already done so. I often have an uneasy feeling that we are living in one of the middle or higher stages of Hell itself. Not a happy thought, yet perhaps the only way to ultimate salvation. How much more comforting to dwell on the nostalgic thoughts of our “Golden Age” now long forgot.”




  One can’t be so naïve, of course, as to believe the America of our dreams was ever a reality. When we talk this way, of those earlier and simpler values, we know we are putting out of sight much that was as ugly and vicious and terrifying as anything to be found in today’s headlines. Sometimes, as though to mock our own memories, we tell ourselves of another, lost America, a procession of golden days and quiet autumn twilights, a land not unlike one of those nostalgic creations dreamt up by Norman Rockwell or J.C. Leyendecker and made to grace the cover of many an edition of The Saturday Evening Post.




  ***




  When one wanders about the hills of North Carolina, the lowlands, the great sweeping stretches of pastureland, the dense forests atop mountains so high they remain damp the year round, or even about the older residential streets of our small towns—and I do not mean those being rebuilt with vast infusions of urban renewal money—he can still find a hint of an earlier America, and sometimes his skepticism begins to fade.




  The houses don’t look quite so tidy now, the lawns are not quite so well kept up and the faces on the porches seem much older than they once did. Yet when we walk down those quiet tree-shaded streets we feel again how much has gone out of our lives, how much in these days of stress, anxiety, anger and hatred—how much we would gladly have it all back if it were possible.




  If anything is missing from the streets it is the voices of the children, for who would let them run free when pedophiles and homosexuals and pederasts and other perverts are lurking on every corner and most of all perhaps in the vestibules of our churches. Anyway, today’s parents are mostly a suburban generation, and so they have been for many years. For those old enough to remember the great transition in our way of life the term “suburb,” at least until recent years, had a somewhat alien ring. In the thirties and forties the suburbs as we now think of them had hardly begun to take shape; and the distinction between town and country was far less blurred than in our own time.




  Now, in those days, the farm and wide-open countryside were only minutes from town; and there, on a sun-filled, bee-loud Sunday afternoon, you could have your way with those great stacks of harvest corn piled high for an October shucking. Or you could ramble through old barns pungent with the smell of freshly combined hay, or walk down a wagon road past an orchard heavy with the scent of ripening apples and peaches. If you kept going you could cross a plank bridge and stroll on out across a wide meadow to the timber, where there would be another road leading past the tobacco fields or down toward the creek-bottom where, in late June and early July, you once had picked blackberries.




  In those days one did not need a special occasion for visiting the farm. Most of the immediate family—men and women who had grown up on the old place and had left to exchange their hardscrabble life for jobs in town—gathered there each week after Sunday go-to-meeting for one of grandmama’s big family dinners: a huge pot of chicken and dumplings, every sort of meat and vegetable, big falling down coconut cakes, and every other sort of pastry one could imagine. Perhaps what has been the most lasting memory for many of us is the big late-summer family reunions, all the faces seen all too seldom, some never again to be seen at all.




  Those were Depression years; but somehow one does not always remember the bad times. For it was on those occasions, those August Sundays, which traditionally bought together less closely related members of the clan; men, women, cousins, aunts, uncles, known and unknown. As you grew into your teenage years those faces suddenly seemed so much older and less familiar. There were so many fresh in-laws and new children at each gathering the reunion seemed less like a reunion of family members than a get-acquainted party in a foreign country. So maybe it was the dying out of the old and the coming of the new, maybe that as much as war-time gas rationing, which helps explain why this agreeable custom has gone the way of the two-week summer revival and dinner-on-the-ground.




  Yet, ironically, the older and busier we become the more our past seems to hover about us. Somehow the voices and echoes keep coming up the old side streets of memory. There, once again, are the fathers and mothers, the grandparents, all sitting on the front porch talking as a radio blares from the open window, the curtains windless in a twilight already clamorous with the sound of jarflies and night-birds.




  The late James Agee, the great movie critic, occasional novelist and notorious womanizer, has left us a memorable description of a summer twilight in Knoxville, Tennessee, as he remembered it from his youth:




  “ ... here was still daylight, shining softly and with a tarnish, like the lining of a shell; and the carbon lamps lifted at the corners were on in the light, and the locusts were started and the fireflies were out, and a few frogs were flopping in the dewy grass by the time the fathers and children came out ....”




  Then there is the sound of the streetcar, “stopping, belling and starting; stertorous; rousing and raising again its iron increasing moan ....” The sound “rises on rising speed; still risen, faints; halts; the faint stinging bell; rises again, still fainter; fainting, lifting, lifts, faints forgone; forgotten. Now is the night one blue dew....”




  ***




  Many a man spends half a lifetime rummaging through the musty hay-bin of his past. A kind of wish fulfillment in reverse. As he grows older he likes to get out of the city as often as possible. He likes to wonder down country lanes or across broomsedge fields alive with aster and goldenrod. If he has made only a halfway success of his life he may spend much of the time wondering why he did not achieve more, remembering all the bad turns, his lack of foresight, the plain old bad luck, the mistakes that, in hindsight at least, could have been so easily avoided. Or maybe he wonders why he did not aim higher, why he shied away from risks other men were willing to take. Was it only because he lacked the qualities meant to ensure our success?




  Now and then, between business appointments or at the end of a hectic afternoon [though boring enough it may have been] he may pause overlong to observe an old-time vegetable peddler hawking his wares along a residential street. He spends more time thumbing through old photographic albums or mulling over those yellowing newspapers discovered not long ago while he was cleaning out the attic or garage. Quite often now he wakens on those first cool mornings in September and October to find the past hanging over him like a haze over autumn fields.




  Those who have reached middle years or who perhaps are well beyond those summer days when life was full of hope must sometimes feel they have lived through the last of the world’s golden ages. In the same way it must seem impossible to believe tomorrow’s generations will find much to celebrate in the America of today. What will our grandchildren be able to make of these days full of terror, this riot of crime, the drive-by shootings, the hilltop snipers, the schoolyard slayings, the mass killing of the unborn, the ugliness and decay, the pedophilic stalking of the young, the senseless unprovoked maiming, the inexplicable half-wars, the school shootings—and where indeed will we find an end to it all?




  When we have the answer we may also be able to understand why a man savors what is past not because it was different, more satisfying and indeed more golden than the tumults of our own era, but simply because it is past.
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  A VISIT TO DIXIELAND




  




  In the dark night of the soul it is always three o’clock in the morning— Scott Fitzgerald in The Crackup




  




  Jazz Age author F. Scott Fitzgerald had crossed the Atlantic and taken a hard, jarring trip by train into the heart of the North Carolina hill country only to be thrown into the street by a boarding-house madam who at once recognized him by name if not by the smell of alcohol on his breath.




  “Sorry, we don’t take in drunks,” she said, sweeping dust onto the shoes of the great man and poking away at him with the end of her broom, drunk though he was and had been and would be again.




  Such is the legend, often told and widely believed, of Fitzgerald’s 1935 encounter with Thomas Wolfe’s mother at My Old Kentucky Home, an Asheville, North Carolina, boarding house known as Dixieland to readers of Thomas Wolfe’s early novels. Wolfe had grown up there in the days when it served as a popular stopping-off place for sojourners in the Southern mountains, sometimes drawing as many as 18,000 visitors a year. Wolfe hated it from the first and, fortunately for American literature, all of his themes of escape began and ended with his years as a “captive” of “Dixieland.”




  “O house of Admetus,” he had called it, after the abode of a mythical Thessalian king doomed to an early death by the goddess Diana. Like Admetus, Wolfe had felt the sharp sting of alienation and doom, often describing himself as “forever a stranger and alone,” drawn relentlessly “inward upon that house of death and tumult, as the guests came with their dollar a day and their constant rocking on the porch.”




  Fitzgerald had come alone to Asheville, having stopped in Baltimore long enough to deposit his schizophrenic wife Zelda into an asylum for the incurably insane. Zelda, a good old Alabama girl was seeking, as was her husband, to recover from a decade of continental binges. By some accounts she was suffering not only from schizophrenia, alcoholism and drug addiction, but had fallen into the clutches of nymphomania.




  What a life they must have had in France! My experience tells me you are much the better for it to spend some time learning how to deal with France before going there for any extended period of time. But Fitzgerald had been there for so long he was almost like a native. His 1935 visit to Dixieland was just one more ignominious event in what had been possibly the worst year of his life, creative luminary or not. A drunken and sex-crazed wife for whom he apparently still felt affection even though she spent every spare moment looking for other women; enough in itself to drive a fellow to drink.




  Worst, the book meant to have been Fitzgerald’s masterwork, Tender is the Night, had been a critical flop and brought in little money—though now, ironically, Modern Library ranks it as one of the top one-hundred novels of the Twentieth century while consigning Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel to the scrap heap. True, the original version of Angel, recently published by the University of South Carolina Press is unquestionably a better work—a book cut to pieces by Maxwell Perkins, a know-it-all editor freshly out of Princeton and profoundly irritated by the author’s conservative diatribes. There are those who argue that Perkins, in his unforgivable ignorance, actually destroyed what might have been and may still be our first Great American Novel, though plenty of Huck Finn and Mark Twain partisans would argue, not without reason, to the contrary.




  Could the remote, haunted glens of the Asheville countryside banish the ghouls and demons that had all but destroyed Fitzgerald and his wife during their last years on the Continent?




  It was indeed his last great hope. He had come into these hills longing to find a magical restorative to bring again the far more creative days of his youth. His wife, transferred from Baltimore to Asheville, would quickly recover her health and youth and beauty and sanity while he—sober again—might at last begin to produce works rivaling The Great Gatsby and win him back his lost critical acclaim.




  All for nothing. Fitzgerald’s visit was a mere interlude in more long days of failure; and somehow symbolic of what his life had become. He sat drunkenly at his writing desk, typing out magazine articles that would mostly be rejected, novels that went nowhere. He turned again to hard liquor and then, repentant, went on the wagon, which, for him, meant the consumption of anywhere from thirty to forty bottles of beer a day.




  He would commit himself to days and nights of writing and then persuade himself he could do nothing at all without alcohol for inspiration, believing his work to be sterile and flat if he wrote in a sober frame of mind. Then he would get drunk and wander the streets, unable to get a single line down on paper. After a really serious binge he would sometimes attempt to straighten himself out. Sometimes, though rarely, he would even try to get off beer and onto Coke or black coffee. Beer, though; beer and nothing else was still his only real Methadone.




  The summer of ’35 marked the beginning of what was possibly the most debilitating binge of his life, an experience eventually to find expression in The Crackup, a book almost as much of a mess as he was. Yet there were some good things in it, including one of the most memorable lines he ever wrote: “In the dark night of the soul it is always three o’clock in the morning.” Mostly the writing was stale, but he began a half dozen or so short pieces, which also found a place in The Crackup, the best of which were “Pasting It Together,” “Handle with Care” and the title story. Mainly, however, the book was little more than the story of his fall to literary mediocrity and nervous prostration.




  The real problem was not simply his binge drinking. He had not cared enough about his work apparently to keep up with the times. He was still writing about the Twenties, flappers, speakeasies, the Jazz age, when people wanted to read about the Great Depression, the woes of the working class, the wars in Europe. Drunk or sober, he had to admit that nothing seemed to work for him in those days. Long after he left Asheville he began to recover some of the old fire in The Last Tycoon, a novel only partly finished when, in his early forties, he died of a heart attack.




  Free at last, though still proclaiming love for his wife, Fitzgerald had taken a room at Grove Park Inn, lavish haunt of Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, Enrico Caruso, William Jennings Bryan and many another creative giant of early twentieth Century America. He would spend the summer there, being drunk, pretending to write, with Zelda still wildly insane while her white-suited husband was bedding down at least one wealthy young married woman who came his way. Rosemary he called her, a lovely creature, so we are told, who was visiting Asheville with her sister. Rosemary began to talk of marriage, of leaving her husband, a prospect the author did not relish. Yet he could not bring himself to break off the affair. That devilish business was left to Rosemary’s sister, who threatened to carry news of the tawdry fling back to Memphis and to the ear of an angry husband.




  He attempted a second affair with a certain Laura Guthrie Hearne, a palm reader and journalist of sorts, who had also come South for her health. She kept a journal, and worked as a secretary for the author during his rare sober moments. But the affair went nowhere, at least as we have it from Mrs. Hearne, who published a part of her journal in the December 1964 issue of Esquire. Of course, we do not have Fitzgerald’s side of the story.




  For all his failings Grove Park has nevertheless honored him by placing his photo alongside those of Bryan, Ford, Edison, Caruso, Harvey Firestone and many another heavy hitter, though little enough he had accomplished during his stay. Wolfe’s mother was still renting out rooms—though no longer providing three meals a day—on the afternoon she found Fitzgerald knocking at her door. This was the same man who in Paris had once asked Wolfe why he felt it necessary to leave nothing out of his work. Wolfe is said to have replied: “Why did Shakespeare?”




  Anyway, there he was, with dust all over him, having taken time out from a blazing affair and from his feeble attempts at writing, in the hope of getting a good look at the inside of the house Wolfe had described so eloquently in Look Homeward, Angel or as the author had first titled it, O Lost! A Story of the Buried Life. All he got for his trouble was an ignominious scolding from Wolfe’s mother, the formidable Eliza Gant of his first work and its sequel Of Time and the River, a fine work indeed though much too richly laden with adjectives.




  “You just go on now. We don’t cater to your kind around here.”




  Built in 1883, The Old Kentucky Home was still a popular gathering place long after Wolfe had gone out into the world and made a name for himself, a writer of true renown; or so it was thought for many a year. The house was old enough to claim a certain renown of its own, but it would have been lost to the bulldozer long ago had there been no Thomas Wolfe to transform it into an enduring part of America’s literary heritage. The youngest of seven children, Wolfe was the only one to know the place as home. His brothers and sisters came each day to help with the chores. Come nightfall and they would escape to their father’s Woodfin Street stonecutters shop and home, the “warm center” of the author’s own early life.




  Wolfe had lived at The Old Kentucky Home from the time he was eight until he went away to Chapel Hill and later to graduate school at Harvard. It is the last of its kind on a street once crowded with other high, brooding mansions much like Wolfe’s Dixieland.




  I had often heard of its numerous hauntings, of the “alien presences” that had bedeviled the author’s childhood. I began to wonder how much of what I’d heard was true. I had barely stepped into the gloom of the front hall when—already—I began to feel what he himself had felt, the same dark feeling of “death and tumult,” and something even more palpable: A quick fleeing sound of footsteps upstairs, perhaps even a low hum of voices.




  “Hardly,” said site manager Steve Hill. For I was his only visitor. He at once dragged me to the upper story, perhaps thinking to put me at ease. I’m not sure his effort was much of a success. In the upstairs bedrooms an even more oppressive spell of premonitory gloom fell over me with an insistence I could not easily explain, or, truth be told, I could not explain at all; maybe because I had come to the very place where all the ghosts abided. The ones that kept staring at you out of windows in all of the old news photographs.




  Those stories had been coming down to us long before an unnamed arsonist, on a warm night in 1995, turned the place into little more than a ghostly shrine. Like many of his generation, the culprit apparently bore a heavy grudge against the author for his too-explicit description of Asheville and its townspeople.




  If not Wolfe himself, surely his father would have been the happiest fellow in town to see The Old Kentucky Home go up in flames. If the arsonist had got there in time, the old stone-carver no doubt would have hewn him out a special “angel” for his masterpiece. The elder Wolfe, the stone carver, refused to join his wife in her infamous abode for a good fourteen years before falling ill and being forced to come there to die. As the author has his fictional father to say:




  “Woman, you have deserted my bed and board, you have made a laughing stock of me before the world.... Fiend that you are, there is nothing you would not do to torture, humiliate and degrade me.… Ah, Lord! It was a bitter day for us all when your gloating eyes first fell upon this damnable, this awful, this murderous and bloody barn. …”




  Many of the townspeople of the day shared his contempt for the “murderous and bloody barn,” which apparently did not always enjoy the best of reputations. The whole family came off much the worst for it. “You will still find strongholds of people who detested the entire family,” said Hill on the afternoon of my visit. “Many people considered the family kind of rowdy. They were into things they didn’t want their kids exposed to. They were often told ‘Don’t play with the Wolfe children!’ And there is one old fellow in Asheville who says he was always told to walk on the other side of the street from the boarding house.”




  Mrs. Wolfe’s forebears, however, had been respected and relatively well-to-do. Some were among the first settlers of this remote mountain country. Nor was she herself altogether the flinty moneygrubber depicted in Look Homeward, Angel. But her neighbors—and in time all of Asheville, to say nothing of Scott Fitzgerald—knew her only as the hard-eyed proprietress of the faintly disreputable boarding house at 48 Spruce Street, known for many years before the arsonist got to it not as The Old Kentucky Home or Dixieland but simply as the Thomas Wolfe Memorial.




  The darkly varnished floors, the stark eerie whiteness of the plastered walls, the high, dim ceilings, the dining room set as though to receive guests, the chairs and tables and settees that seemed almost too heavy for their delicately carved cabriole legs; all remained as Wolfe knew them in the first days of the last century.




  It was one of those houses that never seemed quite light enough even at the brightest part of the day. Hew down all the great oaks that crowded in upon it, throw open all the doors and windows and it would have still been the same: some lingering hint of primordial darkness no one could ever quite banish.




  Indeed, to Wolfe the very idea of light and warmth were alien to the house. The most autobiographical of novelists, he once wrote of how young Eugene Gant, his alternate persona, had fled in panic and dismay from all those alien presences: “He went into the hall where a dim light burned and the high walls gave back their grave damp chill. This, he thought, is the house.”




  The feeling presses itself on you even more profoundly as you wander the upper halls, something invisible yet ever-present, ominous, at once seductive and repugnant, some of the old anguish and pain and unspoken yearning, as you hear again the forgotten voices, the murmurous echoes of those long ago summer evenings, the guests rocking and talking on the veranda, the clink of silverware and hearty laughter as the dining room filled for an early dinner—yet the feeling of death always there, in summer, yes, and even more so in winter, with the “remote, demented howlings of the burly wind” raging about the house. And always those haunting refrains that, once heard, can never be quite forgot:




  Which of us has known his brother? Which of us has looked into his father’s heart? Which of us has not remained forever prison-pent? Which of us is not forever a stranger and alone?




  After all of those poetic recitations, how easy to forget that Dixieland was occasionally the scene of good times as well as bad. Wolfe fanciers will remember no doubt that he—or young Gant—returned from college one spring to enjoy a love affair, his first, with a girl he called Laura James. The affair ended badly. But it inspired one of the most memorable flights of lyricism in all of American literature, a quality found everywhere in Wolfe and too-seldom matched even by our finest poets:




  Come up into the hills, O my young love. Return! O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back again, as first I knew you in the timeless valley, where we shall feel ourselves anew, bedded on magic in the month of June.




  Laura James, or Clara Paul in real life, died soon after leaving Dixieland, from what, we are never told, only that her passing was for Wolfe a reminder of how quickly all life flies:




  Quick are the mouths of earth, and quick the teeth that fed upon this loveliness. You who were made for music, will hear music no more; in your dark house the winds are silent. Ghost, ghost, come back from that marriage … we did not foresee, return not into life, but into magic, where we have never died, into the enchanted wood, where we still lie, strewn on the grass…




  Wolfe’s verbal excesses—his tendency to over explain, his sprawling, adjective-laden sentences—were often as great as his virtues. Yet few contemporary writers have been more frequently quoted. And when he chose to set flight into pure lyricism he had few, if any peers, among American novelists. Or poets. No, he did not need bow even to Walt Whitman, another undisciplined literary giant whose few excellent poems have made the world forget the many quite beyond redemption.




  Wolfe died too soon, a mere thirty-eight, of a rare type of Tuberculosis, just as he was beginning to gain control over his stylistic eccentricities. The Thomas Wolfe Society keeps his name alive after a fashion, and, of course, the house is always there, to remind one of the tumult it created in the young man’s life, as well as in the life of his father.




  Lamentable though it may be, it appears we are about to lose him again. Once a giant among American writers, more than a match for the Fitzgeralds and Hemingways and Steinbecks despite his excessive wordiness, he now ranks pitifully low among twentieth century American writers. Not only has Modern Library ignored Look Homeward, Angel, it likewise has chosen none of his other books for its list of the one-hundred best novels of the twentieth Century.




  Neither did a Modern Library poll of readers put him there. Angel, however, has never been out of print. Still, like the Italian composer Salieri, in his competition with Mozart, his voice grows fainter and fainter until “almost no one reads him anymore.” His books remain as little more than literary curiosities, despite the best efforts of his editors to pare down the bloat; so that no longer do his words, as he said in another context, “ ... make new magic in a dusty world.”




  Much of his best work deals, naturally enough, with the themes of escape. As a young man he thought of himself as “speeding worldward, lifeward, northward out of the enchanted, time-far hills, out of the dark heart and mournful mystery of the South forever.” For all of his attempts to flee he never really escaped the spell of “the house.” With the undoubted exception of Ernest Hemingway, he would become the most traveled of American authors, leaving his footprint on all the great cities of America and the Continent. But always his thoughts, willingly of not, turned toward home, toward the indomitable hills, toward the house that had infused him with a “grave-damp chill” and premonitions of early doom.




  One would always wonder, while wandering those massive halls and hearing the echoes of a time now lost to us, of all those muted voices, whether Wolfe could ever have been quite the author he was—if he could ever have been any sort of author at all—had it not been for the house he called Dixieland. Yet, like Wolfe himself, a visitor is never disposed to linger overlong. The house, dark even at midday, casts its inexorable spell, and as one meanders from floor to floor the twilight seems to come ever more quickly. Like the young Thomas Wolfe, one begins to think of escape, of fleeing “worldward” and “lifeward,” putting the “dark and mournful mystery” of the house forever behind him.




  ***




  So it was and so it is again, on another summer’s day as you walk the halls of a now restored Old Kentucky Home, the gloom once more settling over you as though the alien presences remain ever-present despite the best work of the arsonist. Your footsteps quicken and your breath comes hard as you turn toward the door, toward sunlight, the voice of your tour-guide mingling dimly with the not-quite-heard voices that still abide—yes, you are sure of it now—amid the ruinous clutter of the “murderous and bloody barn.” Outside, you pause to look back, at the high gabled roof half hidden in the trees, untouched by the fire, at the young man busily painting a new set of balusters, at the wrap-around porch where Eliza’s summer guests—men and women not always of the best character—sat rocking away those long ago August evenings.




  It was good to have seen it again, to have known, however briefly something of the moods that helped shape the life and work of a man destined to become one of the nation’s most enigmatic novelists. To have been there, yes, and felt much of what the author had felt; but there would always be more than an ordinary sense of relief in knowing you had now put it all behind you—that you , too, had escaped into a world where darkness and “grave-damp chill” were no longer mere “alien presences” and where the traffic and clamor of a busy Asheville afternoon seemed a most welcome reprieve.
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  HOME AT LAST, HOME TO STAY




  




  The fight was over, but the crowds had only begun to gather—not to celebrate a big winner but to cheer and applaud a gallant survivor, a formidable adversary of his many foes. After almost a year of trying to salvage the wreckage of The Rev. Jim Bakker’s Praise the Lord (PTL) festival, a daily television romp toasting the dark side of biblical lore, the late Jerry Falwell had thrown it all over and finally come back to his home in the Virginia mountains; this time to stay. And what a year indeed! The man had been hounded not only by judges, lawyers, PTL fanatics (“Smile pretty and say Jesus!” they would command. “Smile pretty now!”) but even by Bakker himself, the very man who had urged the ministry on Falwell after being caught in a ludicrous extra-marital affair.




  Now he was out of it at last. Yet in all his years as the superstar of American fundamentalism, the popular Falwell had never flown home to find so many cheering supporters waiting to greet him at the airport in his hometown of Lynchburg, Va.




  A different story this time. At first no one was quite sure how much he had gained or lost during six turbulent months as caretaker of the discredited PTL ministry in Fort Mill, South Carolina, undoubtedly the most scurrilous TV evangelical scam ever foisted off on a God-fearing public.




  In all of his other battles, political or theological, he had never failed to more than hold his own. Now, however, some followers were wondering if the defrocked PTL founder Jim Bakker, who had turned his ministry over to Falwell during a controversial meeting in Palm Springs, California, would be the big unwitting gainer.




  A federal bankruptcy court had rejected Falwell’s PTL reorganization plan and left the Bakkerites ecstatic. Now, out at the airport, the crowd was waiting, thinking maybe its hero would need a bit of cheering up—students from the pastor’s Liberty University, well-wishers from his 22,000-member Thomas Road Baptist Church, many holding up banners that said:




  “Welcome Home, Jerry!” Or “We’re With You, Jerry!”




  “To get a welcome like that, I think it kind of served as a reassurance that this was where we belonged,” said twenty-five-year-old Mark DeMoss, Falwell’s administrative aide and perhaps his closest confidant throughout the PTL crisis.




  Falwell, shocked by the degree of depravity at PTL—sexual license, homosexuality, outright theft, a seedy carnival-like atmosphere—said during an interview that he would never again leap to save a fallen ministry. “If Pat Robertson, the Pope and Billy Graham all get in trouble on the same day, they needn’t pick up the phone and call Lynchburg. I’m home and home to stay,”




  “People are really glad he’s back,” said Elmer Towns, dean of Liberty Baptist seminary and one of Falwell’s longtime associates. “Still, I have to say they were never sorry he went. Little churches two thousand miles from here were more concerned about Jerry going off to ‘save’ PTL than his own people, the congregation at Thomas Road, because we know Jerry and we look beyond the God he directs us to. But people who don’t know him quite so well, I mean people who had become Jerry watchers or Jerry lovers, they were really upset about what he was doing.”




  While Bakker was haunting the grounds of Heritage USA, the Christian theme park of which PTL is a part, waiting in vain for the phone call that would put him back in charge, Falwell was on Liberty Mountain, proclaiming a day of rejoicing and again sounding a theme familiar to all of his followers.




  “Home at last! Home to stay!”




  Well, yes—but not really. No sooner had his plane landed than he was back into a killing routine, way beyond the resources of anyone who lacked his vast reserves of energy and strength: sermons (three each Sunday and one at Wednesday night prayer meeting), lectures, seminars, whole afternoons of television taping, more interviews and then off to Dallas for a meeting of the board that oversees his Old Time Gospel Hour.




  On prayer meeting night after his first trip “home to stay” he found edifying parallels between David’s cushy little affair with Bathsheba and Bakker’s liaison with would-be television and/or movie star, a sluttish church-going admirer named Jessica Hahn. “I keep thinking of Mr. Bakker wanting to get back on TV, get back in the ministry, take over and run it into the ground again. Precisely the reverse of what David did, isn’t it? David got down on his face before God in sackcloth and ashes ‘Against thee I have sinned, O God. Against thee only!”




  Only one day back in Lynchburg and he was again off to pursue his always rigorous schedule. First to Washington for an “on location” filming of a television special in which he would iterate his not altogether popular fundamentalist view of the AIDs crisis, “for God says that with such wrongdoing, we will feel it in the blood,” then back to Durham, NC, for a speech on this and other subjects. He would find time to kick off a fund-raising campaign for a $20 million church, watch a football game at Lynchburg Christian Academy and crown the homecoming queen. In other words, “pretty much a normal pre-PTL routine,” DeMoss said.




  “The pressures of staying on top of this ministry are great enough without having to double or triple it, as we did during the PTL days,” he said. “But it was tough to complain when you saw a man twice your age surviving and enjoying it hugely.”




  Not only surviving and rejoicing, but somehow managing to retain his composure—at least outwardly—never showing his anger and frustration, never shouting his anger, never dodging a question from the press or delivering an answer full of lies, never shouting at aides.




  “Jerry never was one to let his emotions show a lot,” said the Rev. James Moon, co-pastor at Thomas Road and a lifelong friend. “He learned a long time ago that if you get mad you lose. An important lesson, and he has learned it well.”




  “And that’s a remarkable tribute to him.” DeMoss said, “because there were certainly times that I was angry enough for us both.”




  Falwell, now dead after constantly enjoying fat hamburgers the medics had told him not to eat, was fifty-four and already on a weight gaining regimen, getting more portly almost by the day, got by on little sleep even in normal times, five hours a night and, if lucky, a half hour nap or so in the afternoon. “But we were frequently working eighteen and twenty-hour days, and I very definitely noticed that he’s been drained physically and mentally a great deal. Anytime we’re on an airplane, I’ll pull out my file and go through what I need, after which he might go to sleep. But during those days there were times when I would lose him right away.”




  Still, he always found time for his family. “Jerry always guarded his family carefully.” Moon said. “He has always made time for them, and that’s been true even during the worst days of the PTL ordeal.”




  One afternoon, while sitting astride a hill overlooking Liberty University Falwell’s son Jonathan, now pastor of his father’s old church, had this to add: “We never really discussed PTL much except when some big news came out... and Mom, of course, would always say, ‘Well, you just need to go on and stay out of it.’ She would always say that no matter what.”




  Soon after he had returned from Fort Mill, at the end of another normal day, Falwell relaxed for a while and talked about the rigors of the PTL debacle. Was it all a big mistake? Did he feel as though he’d just wakened from a dream?




  His “no” did not sound terribly convincing. Then, aroused, he leaned forward and spoke more firmly about the gains and losses of his trial. He spoke about the “broadening” of his Christian experience and the hundreds of new friends he had made. He also spoke for the first time of how his fundamentalist followers had worked toward a common goal with the PTL Pentecostals who believe, as he does not, that God manifests himself directly in outward tangible ways in earthly affairs. He had no apologies, no regrets.




  Yet he was candid as always, admitting that if he had known the extent of Bakker’s transgressions he “clearly would not have got involved.”




  “The depth of the depravity, both morally and financially, which had gone on at PTL through the years was beyond my wildest imagination.”




  In those days, while the late minister was embroiled in his futile PTL mission, he was also heavily into the early stages of building Liberty University, now arguably the largest institution of its kind in the South, if one counts on-line as well as boarding students, more than 60,000 in all. In good days as well as bad, in fair weather or foul, Falwell had never been a man to “think small.” One might have known from the start it would one day become precisely what he envisioned. Falwell never undertook anything without believing that eventually it would be the biggest of its kind, exactly as his church had become: a membership of more than 22,000 in less than a quarter of a century.
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