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  -FLASH-


  Tim Sample


  Saves America!





  By Stephen King




  Oay. Okay.




  So Tim didn’t save America.




  Exactly.




  But he has been responsible for saving a part of America, an important part, and if you’ll lend me your ear for just a few minutes before turning it (your ear, that is) over to Mr. Sample, I think I can make you understand what I mean. And by the way, up in these parts, ear rhymes with the girl’s name Leah. If you can get that straight and keep that straight, you’ve come a fair way toward understanding Maine humor. Deah.




  As to how Tim Sample has saved and continues to save America with each book and each gig (even with his amusing answering machine tapes), well, consider this: every six months or so, some self-appointed guardian of the English language, American style, will proclaim our native dialects either dead or on life support systems. These self-appointed Jeremiahs (William Safire and William Safire wannabes, you know the type) solemnly assure us that in another six months, a year at best, we’re all going to sound pretty much alike, all the guys like Tom Brokaw and all the gals like Katie Couric. Dialect and regionalism, they mourn, have been murdered. And what planted the dagger in the heart of linguistic diversity? TV, of course. Same old bad guy




  The only problem with the theory is that it’s nonsense. People continue to reflect the areas from which they come both in their dialects and in their yarns; different parts of the country have their own kinds of humor, as well. It’s a point-of-view thing, and it’s what Tim Sample has always celebrated in his live shows, his writing, and his funky drawings.




  He’s a funny guy, you’ll get no argument from me on that score, but no more a comedian than Mark Twain or Artemus Ward. Like them, Timmy (that’s what I always call him, the way folks from up our way are apt to call their friends “dearie”) isn’t acting; he’s just talking in a kind of heightened and gifted way, as folks do when they’re passing on valuable tales about the human condition. The fact that most such tales happen to be funny is just a little extra added treat, like a dollop of whipped cream on your slice of pumpkin pie.




  I first learned the Maine way of speaking—which outsiders sometimes label “Maine wit” or “Down East wit”—from my grandfather, Guy Pillsbury. Once, when I was five or six, and chattering away to him about something or other I considered vitally important, Daddy Guy leaned forward in his rocking chair, fixed me with his bleary left eye (it had been wounded somehow in a logging accident, and the bottom hung loose and red—a fascinating if somewhat dreadful sight for a small boy), and said: “Teachin’ you to talk might’ve been a bad idear, Stevie—ev’ry time you open your mouth, all your guts fall out.”




  Another time, while watching Ted Mack’s Amateur Hour on TV, Daddy Guy and I observed a fellow who could play “Tan-gerine” on two trumpets at the same time, one jutting from each corner of his mouth. “Fella that musical could maybe blow three-part harmony, if his butt was talented,” Daddy Guy remarked, and I laughed for the rest of the day (That one, in fact, has amused me for the rest of my life.) The Maine vernacular is dry, ironic without being sarcastic, exactly, and generally brief. What’s funny, more often than not, is in what is left out... as in the story of the fellow who pulls up to a general store somewhere out in East Overshoe and asks the guy on the porch if it matters which road he takes to Vassalboro. “Not to me, it don’t,” the guy on the porch replies serenely.




  Although Tim Sample reveres Marshall Dodge as the man who more or less perfected the Maine dialect and reinvented Maine humor, I’d have to say that I prefer Tim’s take on it. Marshall was witty and insightful (as is the wonderful Joe Perham), but Tim Sample is a storyteller, one who seems to remember every funny thing he’s ever seen on the stage of Maine life, as well as every funny anecdote he has ever overheard. He is, in fact, a keeper of his region’s unique way of saying and seeing, the sort of man who assures us that, when it comes to the American idiom, any reports of death are very much premature.




  Let’s not get heavy, though—most of this is just pure fun ... and not just for Down Easters, either. You don’t have to have ever stepped a foot inside of Moody’s Diner to know exactly what Tim is talking about; you’ve probably got a Moody’s within driving distance of your own home town ... or did when you were growing up. And while you may never have had a Hubert in the house (or the barn), you will still recognize him, I think. He’s a type, and one that Tim has drawn true.




  So Tim has done three great things in his career, in typically modest Down East fashion: he has accurately set down the stories and voices of his home place, he has made them universal, and he has captured our own unique version of humorous storytelling.




  I remember something that happened when I was a kid—just after yet another tiresome visit from Mrs. Jolley, from up the road (in Maine, chummy, road most commonly rhymes with mud). On that particular day Mrs. Jolley had boasted to my mother that, although she had been born in Boston, she had lived in Maine for sixty years without ever leaving. Not even to go “o’er New Ham’shire,” she said. When she was gone, Daddy Guy beckoned me over to his rocker with one long, arthritis-twisted finger. His bad eye drooped, but his mouth twisted up on one side. Although this made him look like he was having a stroke, I had learned this actually meant he was about to say something funny or something wise. Often, it seemed to me, there was no difference.




  “She say she’d been here sixty years, Stevie?” Daddy Guy asked. When I nodded, he pointed into the kitchen. “See that stove?” I nodded again. “If your cat’us to have kittens in there, would you call ’em biscuits?” I shook my head and Daddy Guy sat back in his rocking chair, nodding and chuffing his version of laughter. I laughed with him . . . but doubtfully. I wasn’t sure I got it, which is often the case with Maine humor. I laughed harder when I read it in this marvelous showcase of Tim Sample’s wit and talent and good-heartedness.




  No, I guess Timmy didn’t exactly save all of America with this book . . . but I think maybe he saved a piece of it, just the same.




  Stick your nose on in here, chummy, turn a few pages, and see if you don’t agree.




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  For quite a few years now, I’ve spent a fair amount of my spare time performin’ and recordin’ this “Maine Humor.” I guess you’d say it comes pretty natural to me seein’ as how I was born and raised here.* But lately I’ve noticed from the questions people ask that there seems to be some confusion as to what exactly this Maine Humor really is. Folks wonder, for instance, if it is humor from Maine, humor about Maine, humor poking fun at Maine, or maybe some combination of it all. Well, of course, I can’t claim to clear up the issue entirely, but I believe I might be able to shed a little light on the subject for you.




  First off, it will help if you understand a few things about Maine in general, like the fact that we’ve only got three categories of folks livin’ here. Primarily, of course, there are Natives, that select group of individuals fortunate enough to have actually been born here in the Pine Tree State.
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  The second category is made up of folks who are frequently referred to by the Natives as being From Away (Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to Antarctica and all points in between).




  The third group is commonly known as Transplants, folks who originally came From Away and then decided to settle down here permanently.




  You’ve got to understand right from the start that there’s nothing wrong with belonging to any of these categories. Where the real trouble begins is when folks that ought to be in one category, try to sneak over into another one. I’ll tell you an example of what I’m talkin’ about.




  My next door neighbor, Blinky Pinkham, lives in the next trailer over from mine (about four miles down the road). Most folks hereabouts just assume that Blinky is a Native, especially since he’s ninety-seven years old and has been livin’ out on this road as long as anybody can remember. But I happen to know the truth about Blinky. He was originally born over to Keene, New Hampshire, and he was at least six months old before he ever set foot in the state of Maine.




  Blinky was over to my place for a visit a while back, and the conversation got around to the subject of his Native status.




  “To be real truthful,” he says, “I’m not a Native Mainer.”




  “I know that, Blinky,” says I




  A little bit defensive at this point, Blinky shot back, “On the other hand, Mother and I have four grown children, all of ’em born and raised right in this town. I guess you’d have to call them Natives.”




  “Well, Blinky,” I replied, “You can call ’em anythin’ you’ve a mind to, but I”ll tell you this, if my cat was to have kittens in the oven, I wouldn’t necessarily call ’em biscuits!”




  Now, it would be easy to get the impression from that kind of remark that Mainers are hostile towards outsiders, but nothin’ could be further from the truth. The fact is that the average Native Mainer is probably more genuinely tolerant of the diverse eccentricities of human nature than anybody on the face of the earth. What we won’t stand for, however, is the attitude, either stated or implied, that being From Away somehow makes the newcomer superior to the Native. Just about anyone, from just about anywhere, can survive, even do pretty well, in Maine so long as they bear in mind that any true Native worth his salt has a finely developed natural instinct for deflating overblown egos if they should happen to stray within range.
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  Footnote




  * All proper credentials documentin’ this assertion are available from the Publisher.
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  If you plan to visit Maine in the summertime, or if you’re a Native and you expect some out-of-state friends or relatives to drop by for a visit, I’ve got some good advice for you. The summer just won’t be complete without a visit to some of our fine restaurants.




  Now, as you probably know, Maine is blessed with a whole raft* of dining establishments, many of which are world-renowned for their food and atmosphere. You can enjoy spectacular sunset vistas of the rockbound shoreline while feasting on platters of lobsters, steamed clams, and fresh native corn-on-the-cob. Or perhaps you prefer a secluded mountain hideaway with that continental-type cuisine. But I can tell you right now that if you really want the ultimate dinin’ experience in the Pine Tree State, you’ve got but one choice.




  The place I’m referrin’ to is located smack dag in the middle of Route One, gift shop capital of the universe. You pull onto Route One when you cross the Maine border in Kittery, and before you’ve rolled up a hundred miles you will be exposed to a greater collection of gift shops and factory outlets than most folks ever see in two lifetimes. You will find every item you ever dreamed of, and a lot of stuff you had no idea you needed until you saw it.




  But we’re talkin’ about restaurants here, not gift shops. You keep drivin’ through Wiscasset, past Damariscotta, and you’ll begin to approach the town of Waldoboro. Now, Waldoboro ain’t that big of a town, so you’ve got to keep your eyes peeled, but I’ll tell you how you know you’re gettin’ close. When you start comin’ into Waldoboro you’ll find yourself headin’ down this wicked* steep hill. I’m not referrin’ to just a dip in the road. This hill is so steep that, dependin’ on how good your brakes are, you start feelin’ kind of religious about halfway down. You might even start feeling around on the dashboard for a handful of Jimmy Swaggart tapes. And what makes that hill so frightenin’ in the summertime is that there is a little stream at the foot of it, and most of the time there’s just enough fog comin’ off that stream so you can’t see the end of the hill.
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  Well, just trust me. If you keep on goin’ you’ll eventually level off and start headin’ up the other side. Keep a sharp lookout and you’ll see the sign just up ahead on the right, loomin’ out of the fog as you approach. It’s a great big orange sign with neon letters that just says MOODY’S DINER.




  When you see that sign you’ll know you’ve arrived at the finest restaurant in the state of Maine. As soon as you pull into the parkin’ lot you’ll feel right at home, because Moody’s ain’t one of them huge rambling places that you could get lost in. As a matter of fact, the buildin’ is kind of long and narrow, just like your trailer. It even has a little wooden entryway like you have on your trailer, with a pair of them little ceramic cats grabbin’ onto the outside of it like they were chasin’ each other up to the roof. They’ve even got a couple of them exploded tires out front, just like you’ve got on the lawn in front of your trailer. You know the kind I mean. It’s a regular tire, still mounted on the rim, but it’s exploded inside out with the edges cut into jagged points, so it looks like Jughead’s hat in the comics.
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