[image: cover-image, Islomanes of Cumberland Island]

 

 

 

Islomanes of 
Cumberland Island

 

 

 

 

“Somewhere among the notebooks of Gideon I found a list of diseases as yet unclassified by medical science, and among these occurred the word Islomania, which was described as a rare but by no means unknown affliction of spirit. There are people, Gideon used to say, by way of explanation, who find islands somehow irresistible. The mere knowledge that they are on an island, a little world surrounded by the sea, fills them with an indescribable intoxication.”

 

“…we all of us, by tacit admission, knew ourselves to be Islomanes.”

—Reflections on a Marine Venus, Lawrence Durrell

 

Rita Welty Bourke

Islomanes of 
Cumberland[image: Picture 1] Island

 

 

Addison & Highsmith Publishers

Las Vegas ◊ Chicago ◊ Palm Beach

 

 

Published in the United States of America by 

Histria Books 

7181 N. Hualapai Way, Ste.130-86

Las Vegas, NV 89166 USA

HistriaBooks.com

 

Addison & Highsmith is an imprint of Histria Books. Titles published under the imprints of Histria Books are distributed worldwide.

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publisher.

 

Library of Congress Control Number: 2021937940

 

ISBN 978-0-9801164-5-8 (hardcover)

ISBN 978-1-59211-204-3 (softbound)

ISBN 978-1-59211-271-5 (eBook)

 

Copyright © 2023 by Rita Welty Bourke

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For my mom and dad who are gone, 
but are with me every day. 

 

 

 


￼[image: Picture 4]


Map by Katherine Carpenter




Prologue


The General’s wife came out onto the veranda of their Cumberland Island home one spring morning and called to her husband. “Shoot some of those birds out in the oak trees,” she said. “I’ll give them to the cook and we’ll have them for dinner.”

General William MacKay Davis, Civil War hero and cousin of Confederate President Jefferson Davis, summoned his son, Bernard, who had just the day before moved with his wife and children onto the island. The two men walked side by side into the yard. When they neared the trees, the younger man broke open the breech of his shotgun and inserted a shell. He closed the breech and as the barrel snapped into place, the gun went off. Bernard’s five-year-old son, George Dewson Davis, fell from one of the trees. 

Bernard ran to the spot where the boy lay. “Oh my God, Georgie, did I hit you? Are you hurt?”

“Yes, Papa,” he said. And a paleness came over him.

Bernard saw blood on the boy’s lips. “Where, my darling? In the mouth?”

“No, Papa, here,” the child said, and he placed his hand on his side. “But you didn’t mean to do it.”

Bernard took his son into his arms, and as he did, a massive hemorrhage poured from the child’s mouth. Within minutes, he was gone.

Nine months later, in December of 1880, Bernard, too, was dead, presumably by his own hand. Father and son are buried in unmarked graves in the Greene-Miller Cemetery on Cumberland Island, Georgia.

 

Adapted from accounts in Songs of Three Islands, by Millicent Monks, Cumberland Island: A History, by Mary Bullard, Cumberland Island: Strong Women, Wild Horses, by Charles Seabrook, The Carnegies & Cumberland Island, by Nancy Carnegie Rockefeller, newspaper articles and genealogical records in the George A. Smathers Library, University of Florida.
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It’s dark when we drive onto the island. The four lanes of the Torras Causeway narrow down to two, the slant of the bridge over the Frederica River gives way to level ground, and the light reflected off the tidal creeks grows dim.

Rhamy, who’s driving, slows to read the sign: Welcome to St. Simons Island, Georgia.

“We’re here, Daddy,” she says. “Wake up.”

I look back at my husband. He stirs, but does not awaken. “Let him sleep,” I tell Rhamy. “It’s been a long day.”

The road is like a tunnel, the branches of the live oaks reaching across, touching, intertwining. Lights from houses half-hidden among the trees pierce the darkness. The muted sounds of TVs, dishes, and cutlery are carried on warm breezes.

“It feels so different from being on the mainland,” Rhamy says.

“I’m glad you decided to come,” I tell her.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been on an island before.”

“Manhattan is an island.”

“But not like this,” she says. “It’s so quiet, so peaceful.”

I know what she means. If an island is as densely populated as Manhattan, it can’t truly be called an island.

“Who was the King?” she asks.

It takes me a moment to make the connection; the road we’re on is called King’s Way. “There was a family named King who had a cotton plantation on the island. It was probably named for them. Or maybe for the man who built the hotel. He was a big, tall guy, well over six feet. He had a friend who was tiny. Every evening they’d go for a walk around the island. Locals began to call them ‘the King and the Prince.’”

“So that’s what they named their hotel.”

“It’s where Charlie and I stayed last year. We booked a two-bedroom suite, ocean view. I think you’ll like it.”

A car approaches, the headlights washing over us. It passes, and the night sounds resume.

“It feels like we’re disconnected from the mainland,” Rhamy says. “It’s almost like being in another country.”

“We’re on an island,” I answer.

 

During the night, the ocean kicks up, flowing into St. Simons Sound, washing up onto the beach outside our windows. I open the glass doors and step out onto the terrace. Waves tumble onto the shore, smashing against the Johnson rocks that protect the hotel complex.

A year ago I stood in nearly the same spot, listening to the same sounds, feeling the salt air brushing against my skin. It’s good to be back.

We’re on an island. There is water all around. We are in a place where life flows gently.

 

By morning the sun has risen bright over the water, the tide has gone out, and the beach has reappeared. Charlie and I are sitting in the breakfast room of the hotel. Rhamy has gone off to look at a group of paintings on display near the reception desk. There’s Starbucks coffee in the lobby, dolphins playing in the waters outside the windows, and five gloriously empty days ahead of us. We’ll have no trouble filling them. Our only worry is if five days will be enough.

Our table is littered with brochures that describe the lighthouse museum, ghost walks, trolley rides to historic island sites. Charter a deep sea fishing boat, swim in the pool at Neptune Park, picnic under live oak trees six hundred years old. Take a sunset cruise to a waterfront restaurant, visit Sapelo Island or Fernandina Beach, kayak through the marshes of Glynn. For the less adventuresome, there are coffee shops, restaurants, and a bookstore in the village.

I hand the Beachview Books flyer to Charlie; he always wants to check out local bookstores.

Rhamy comes back to our table with yet another brochure, this one called The Wild Horses of Cumberland Island. It describes the artwork, the artist, and the island that inspired the work. “How did we miss this when we checked in last night?” she asks. “There must be twenty paintings, all done by a local artist. There are scenes of horses running on the beach, grazing in the forest, drinking from a waterhole. There’s one of a newborn colt I just love. It’s kind of expensive.” She tilts her head, considering.

About Cumberland Island, there is no hesitation. She wants to go. The thought of visiting an island with a human population of thirty and a wild horse population of nearly two hundred is a dream come true. She can’t imagine that she’s never heard of this place, never knew of the wild horses that live there. She has to go, has to see for herself what they look like, how healthy they are, and would it be possible to adopt one.

From the time she was a little girl, Rhamy has loved horses. Grown up now, still in love with horses, she takes a bite of toast, a sip of orange juice, and goes off to examine the paintings more closely. I watch her walk across the lobby and ascend the steps to the raised platform where the pictures are on exhibit. Sun hat hanging from her fingertips, she moves from painting to painting. The morning sun streaming through the skylight washes over her, so strong it fades to pastel the blue T-shirt and khaki shorts she’s wearing.

The King and Prince is a grand hotel. Opened in 1935 as a seaside dance club, it began to accept guests six years later. A live band might once have played on the platform where Rhamy is standing. Charlie’s grandparents could have danced to the music and sipped whiskey at the bar, had they visited here. Just three generations from the old country, they would not have been welcome at the elite Cloister Clubhouse on neighboring Sea Island. Membership at the Cloister was reserved for the wealthy and the well born. Shanty Irish, even after they’d moved up the social ladder to Lace Curtain Irish, were not accepted.

When Rhamy returns, she brings with her a painting of a white colt, pink nose, shiny black hooves. I take the picture from her to examine more closely. He’s such a newborn, he’s barely dry. If he tried to walk, his legs would be wobbly.

I pass it to Charlie.

“I couldn’t resist,” Rhamy says, pushing her blonde hair back from her face. “I’ll have it framed when I get back to Portland. It’ll be perfect over the couch in my den.”

Perfect, I suspect, because it reminds her of the horse she owned for years and had to put down.

She tosses her sun hat onto a chair and she’s off again, this time to talk to the concierge.

I go back to watching the dolphins. There are at least six of them, frolicking in the shallow waters by the shore.

“She’s planning our trip to Cumberland Island,” I tell Charlie.

He nods, but he’s absorbed in one of the brochures, and I’m not sure he even heard me.

Rhamy has been a teacher in a private school in Portland, Oregon, for the last ten years. Taking charge comes easy for her. And she looks better in a hat, any hat, than anyone I’ve ever known. She loves hats, almost as much as she loves horses. Invite Rhamy and her husband to a wedding, and she has to have a new hat. One that matches her outfit, of course.

We love her hats and we love how she takes charge, but never oversteps. We love her spirit of adventure and her enthusiasm for travel. We even love the rivalry that exists between Rhamy and her sisters. It pleases us that she wants to spend her spring break with us on St. Simons Island. Kate and Madeleine are not invited. For these few days, Rhamy wants us all to herself.

It’s not a hard sell. We love coming here. We love spending time on an island, being separated from the mainland, sheltered from its troubles by a body of water that’s rich in nutrients from both land and sea, a playground for dolphins, habitat for sea turtles, breeding ground for all kinds of sea life.

“The 11:45 ferry tomorrow is full,” Rhamy announces when she returns, “but there’s room on the early one. It boards at 8:45 in the morning. We’d have to drive to St. Marys, about an hour south of here. The concierge can reserve seats for us. Too early?”

I look at Charlie. He’s never been a morning person.

“If we wait another day and take the late ferry,” Rhamy says, “we’ll only be able to spend a few hours on the island. Please, Dad?”

When Rhamy was six months old and teething, Charlie didn’t want me to give her zwieback toast, for fear she’d choke. When she was five, she fell off her bicycle and scraped her knee; he wanted to take her to the emergency room. A year later a Sunday School teacher frightened her with a vivid description of the final days; he took her out of the class. Which is not to say Charlie is overprotective. Just that this first-born child of ours is precious. The day she was born, he brought his guitar into my hospital room and played a song he’d written for her. Ten months later, it had been recorded and was climbing the country music charts.

“What time do we have to get up?” he asks, and I know we’re going to Cumberland Island in the morning.

It’s the Carnegie mansion that attracts him. He’s always been interested in the robber baron era, the tycoons of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century and their attempts to create an American aristocracy that rivaled that of Europe.

One of the brochures tells the story of Thomas Carnegie, younger brother of Andrew Carnegie. Snubbed by industrialists who planned to build a members-only clubhouse on Jekyll Island, Thomas sailed his yacht to the next island in the chain. When he saw Cumberland, sparsely populated, her once prosperous cotton plantations reverting to the wild, feral horses inhabiting the island, he knew he’d found what he was looking for.

Thomas Carnegie’s plan was to buy the entire island, and he very nearly succeeded. The Queen Anne style mansion he built was large and ornate, and it soared to the heavens. The gardens that surrounded it rivaled Eden in beauty and bounty.

If there’s anything that would entice my Charlie to Cumberland Island, it’s the Carnegie connection. He’s not so excited about the amenities, or lack thereof, on the island: drinkable water not widely available, no restaurants, no place to buy sunblock or bug spray, roads of sand and shell, biting and stinging insects, prickly bushes, all under a sticky hot sun.

But Rhamy wants to go, and he’s willing to suffer, at least for a day.

Though reluctantly. Charlie is not a man who would do well stranded in a wilderness. Or on a deserted island.
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The concierge has promised to leave our ferry tickets with the desk clerk. We’re to pick up box lunches from a bed and breakfast in St. Marys, Georgia.

“It’s a 45-minute drive,” the clerk tells us in the morning. “Go back across the Torras Causeway to the mainland, pick up I-95 in Brunswick, and head south. Get off at Kingsland, just before the Florida line, and take East King Avenue across to the St. Marys dock.” He hands Charlie the tickets and a business card from the bed and breakfast.

“Spencer’s,” the clerk says. “They’ll have your box lunches ready. Pick them up on your way to the dock. They do a wonderful job. I’m sure you’ll be pleased. We send customers there all the time.”

Ten minutes later, we’ve lost our way. Neither the concierge yesterday nor the desk clerk this morning mentioned road construction south of Brunswick, or the cloverleaf that was so confusing we somehow ended up going north on I-95 instead of south. We’d gone miles in the wrong direction before Charlie found a place to exit and get back on, heading in the right direction this time. 

Rhamy, sitting in the back seat, takes the Cumberland Island brochure out of her purse and hands it to me. She looks worried.

 

Ferry check-in is required thirty (30) minutes prior to departure or the reservation will be canceled with no refund. Check-in takes place upstairs in the Cumberland Island National Seashore Visitor Center.

 

I hand it back to her without comment. I check the dashboard clock and the direction indicator in the rearview mirror. At least now we’re heading south. I glance at the speedometer.

“Why don’t you let me drive,” I suggest.

Charlie accelerates to 65.

We pass the Port of Brunswick, and I look out over acres of land covered with thousands of cars. Some are coming into the United States: Jaguars, Kias, Mitsubishi, and Porsches. Others are headed for Europe or Asia: Fords, GMs, Mercedes, and BMWs. Ocean liners in the Brunswick River, empty of their cargo, look as if they are floating on air. Empty trains are queued up, ready to be loaded with auto racks that make it possible to carry double and triple layers of cars.

Charlie’s first job, after we were married, was to trace lost railroad cars. If we’re sitting at a railroad crossing, he likes to identify the different cars and the freight they might be carrying. Over the years I’ve learned about boxcars, flatcars, gondolas, and covered hoppers. He hated the job, but he loved the trains. I lower the window so we can hear the train whistles sound as the trains head out to dealerships in the East and beyond.

“Wouldn’t you like to let me drive so you can see the scenery?”

He shakes his head, but he accelerates, and I watch the speedometer creep up to 70.

 

The thirty-minute deadline is not always enforced. We’re late, but not too late to board the ferry. Spencer’s boxed lunches in hand, we hurry down the gangplank and find seats along the starboard side of the boat.

Charlie is worried about the car. Because there was no time to find a space farther down St. Marys Street, he parked in a two-hour spot. What if the car is gone when we get back, towed to some distant lot? What kind of fine might we have to pay? How would we even pay a fine? He’d tossed his wallet in the trunk, Rhamy and I our purses, so we have no money for a cab, towing charges, or a fine.

Out on the river the wind picks up, and it whips across the water. None of us is prepared for how cold it is. This is the last week of March; it should be hot.

And it is, but not on the ferry. The cold spray hits us, and we decide to move inside, but all the booths are filled. We try upstairs, thinking that at least we’ll be in the sun. But others have had the same thought; every seat is taken. We settle on trying to stay on whichever side of the boat seems more sheltered.

Forty-five minutes later, Rhamy sees her first Cumberland horses. She grabs my arm. “Look, Mom, there, on the beach.”

Three horses are grazing at the edge of the marsh.

“Cumberland Island,” she breathes. “We’re here.”

The ferry slows as we approach the dock.

“Look farther back,” I tell her, “into the marsh. There are more. Six or seven, at least.”

Other passengers join us at the railing, and another row behind them, until most of the passengers have migrated to the side of the ship closest to the island. I wonder if we’re in danger of tipping. But this is the Cumberland Sound, not the ocean, and the water is shallow. We glide along, the ship’s motor barely audible.

Five minutes later, the ferry pulls up to the dock and we disembark. A park ranger steps out from beneath the roofed area and greets us. When we are all assembled there, she runs through her prepared speech: “No feeding, touching, teasing, frightening, or disturbing the wildlife. Use common sense around the horses. The beach is on the other side of the island. It’ll take you at least thirty minutes to get there, maybe more. You can collect shells and sharks’ teeth, but everything else stays on the island.”

She points out the restrooms, the Ice House Museum, and the road to the Dungeness mansion.

“Ice House?” someone asks.

“They used to bring chunks of ice over from the mainland for the Carnegies. That was before refrigeration. The Park Service turned it into a museum. I hope you brought water, but if you didn’t, there’s a faucet outside the building. You can use that. There’s no place to buy food of any kind on the island. This is a wilderness area.”

There are nearly seventy of us standing on the dock, and the sun is beating down on us. The ranger looks us over, as if trying to pick out the one who’s going to cause problems, get bitten by a snake, kicked by a horse, carried out to sea by a rip current.

“You can catch either the 2:45 p.m. or the 4:45 p.m. ferry back to the mainland,” she says. “Be here on the dock at least a half hour before departure. If you miss the last ferry, it’ll cost you a hundred dollars for a boat ride back to the mainland. If you can find someone to take you. There’ll be a guided tour of Dungeness in about an hour, but you’re welcome to head out on your own.”

She steps aside, and we’re released. As we’re stepping from the dock onto the sand, she calls out a final word of caution: “Watch out for the horse droppings.”
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General William MacKay Davis purchased the 4,000-acre plantation on Cumberland Island just three months before the death of his grandson. He planned to spend the rest of his life there. Now he wanted to leave. He recalled that Thomas Carnegie, brother of famed Andrew Carnegie, had, the previous summer, offered to buy the plantation for $25,000.

Lucy Coleman Carnegie, Thomas’s wife, was anxious to find a winter home away from the polluted city of Pittsburgh with its coal-burning foundries, railroads, and steel mills. When she read an article in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine about the island, she wondered if that might be the place she was looking for. Cumberland had “the balmiest climate in the South” and “game in abundance.” The author, Frederick A. Ober, described the live oak forest as “so difficult to pierce that the deer with which the forest swarms choose the old paths …in their walks from sleeping to feeding grounds.” The article told of plantation owner Robert Stafford who burned the homes of his freed slaves, telling them to “go, as he had no more use for them nor they for him.” “Cumberland today is nearly depopulated, …half-wild horses roam over the …once cultivated fields.”

Lucy was fascinated by the description of the island, and she no doubt talked to her husband about it. Cumberland Island, she believed, would be the perfect place to raise their children. The air would be healthy. The children would be free to roam the island, walk on the beach, and swim in the ocean. They could fish in the rivers and lakes, ride horses. The life she imagined was an idyllic one.

General Davis, anxious to leave this place of so much sorrow, contacted Thomas Carnegie. He offered to sell his plantation for $40,000. Carnegie thought the price too high.

Davis wrote a description of his holdings and sent it to Carnegie’s representatives. Among its assets were several hundred orange and olive trees, lemon, peach, apricot, pear, quince, fig, and plum trees, grape vines and banana plants, ornamental shrubs, freesia and clematis. “The well is 30 feet deep,” he wrote. “In summer the water comes forth at a temperature below 70 degrees. Cattle and horses can be pastured on the island without additional food or shelter. The grass is sweet. There are deer in the forest, wild pigs in the woods, and feral horses that roam the island. The house has four rooms and a new roof. There are several cottages and outbuildings on the property. A carriage house and stable, featuring glass windows, have recently been completed. Though the Dungeness mansion burned during the Union occupation, the walls are sound and can be integrated into any new construction.” 

The magazine article Lucy had read told the history of the island and of the mansion called Dungeness. English General James Oglethorpe built a hunting lodge on what had been an Indian shell mound in 1736. He called it Dungeness after a headland on the southeastern coast of England. Revolutionary War hero Nathaniel Greene designed the next building but died before construction could begin. His widow, Catherine “Caty” Greene-Miller, built a four-story tabby mansion. Its walls were six feet thick tapering to four as the building rose to its ultimate height of seventy-six feet. The house had thirty rooms, four chimneys, and sixteen fireplaces. It was surrounded by twelve acres of gardens.

Catherine and her new husband, Phineas Miller, were planters, and they prospered. Sea Island cotton commanded premium prices. Its unusual tensile strength made it nearly equal to modern nylon.

The Civil War brought an end to the plantation economy. Union soldiers took possession of Georgia’s barrier islands in the spring of 1862 and declared the slaves emancipated. White landowners, fearing an insurrection by the newly freed blacks, fled the island. The Greene family moved away, and Union soldiers moved into the mansion. In 1866 Dungeness caught fire and burned to the ground. Only the tabby walls remained.

Lucy Carnegie wanted Dungeness. Her plan was to turn it into a vacation home and winter retreat for her family.

Thomas Carnegie waited for word from General Davis.

Davis reduced his price to $35,000. Carnegie accepted. He asked that the deed to the property be made to his wife, Mrs. Lucy C. Carnegie.

The Confederate war hero, now a broken old man, requested only that he be allowed to come back once a year to visit the graves of his son and grandson.

But he never did.
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Charlie’s hat, the one with both UVA and UVB protection, has disappeared. He thinks he left it on the ferry, which has pulled away from the dock. I hand him a tube of sunblock, but there’s hardly any left. He doesn’t ask about insect repellent, so I don’t tell him I’ve forgotten to bring it.

When he saw the sideways crabs in the mud beside the dock, crabs so numerous the beach itself seemed to be moving, he positively shivered with distaste. At any hint of danger, any unusual sound or movement, they dove into their holes. Charlie turned away.

He was equally unhappy when he heard one of the ferry passengers mention the diamondback rattlesnakes that have taken up residence in the ruins of the Carnegie mansion.

The largest predator on the island is the alligator, and Charlie hates alligators. When he saw the posters in the shelter where we docked, posters that showed the varieties of wildlife on the island, he hurried past. I lingered long enough to learn there are alligators in the fresh water ponds, salt marshes, and in the ocean.

Charlie is unhappy. To be at the mercy of ferry timetables, park rangers, protected wildlife that could be dangerous, biting insects, things that crawl and burrow, this is not his idea of a vacation. He’d much prefer a Relais & Chateau in the South of France, a four-star resort in the Swiss Alps, a castle hotel in Ireland.

Those things are nice, and I will be forever grateful to Charlie for taking me to those places. But my roots are in the soil, and I never want to forget that. The truth is, we make a good couple. He knows things I have no knowledge of, and I love that about him. But I think there’s value in dragging him to places like Cumberland Island. A creative person, like Charlie, needs to fill up the coffeepot from time to time. You can’t keep pouring out, or one day you’ll find the pot is empty.

I take his hand and we follow Rhamy down the sandy road that leads to Dungeness. Within minutes we are in deep shade, beneath a forest of live oak trees whose lower limbs stretch out parallel to the earth. The understory is thick with saw palmetto, muscadine vines, and Spanish moss.

Horses have walked here before us; clouds of insects rise up from the piles they’ve left behind. We reach a four-way intersection. The weathered sign indicates this is Grand Avenue, the road that runs the length of the island. It’s rutted and narrow, barely wide enough for a single vehicle. Dungeness is to the right.

Information I’d gleaned from yesterday’s brochures might make Charlie feel better, if I shared some of what I’d learned with him. I could tell him that the Carnegies kept a seventeen-foot alligator in a pond by Plum Orchard, and they were fond of him. They built a footbridge over the pond, and the children stood on the bridge and fed him fish they’d caught in the river. When hunters attempted to kill the alligator, the family intervened. The alligator had become something of a family pet.

Maybe alligators aren’t as dangerous as Charlie thinks. But it’s a childhood thing, I suspect, so I keep quiet.

The beach is eroding on the western side of the island where we docked, and it isn’t always a pretty sight. But wait until we get to the ocean side, I might tell him. The white sands stretch from the jetty at the southern tip to the lighthouse at the north. It’s clean and wide and deserted, the last undeveloped beach along the entire East Coast.

Diamondback rattlers are not aggressive, I could tell him, and they can only strike about a third of their length. The Carnegie kids, knowing the limitations of the snakes, liked to dangle a live mouse or a bird on a piece of fishing line at the opening of the den. When the snake struck, they would drag him out, his fangs still sunk in his prey.

If I told him these things, if I tried to cajole him into seeing this island as Rhamy and I see it, he would not be impressed.

I could remind him of how Rhamy wanted to go to Chincoteague to see the wild horses when she was a little girl, and we never took her. I could say that though she left home a dozen years ago, we’re still her parents. We are at last fulfilling one of her childhood dreams, and I like the feeling that gives me.

Maybe he doesn’t remember about Chincoteague. And if he does, I doubt he ever knew how important it was to her. It all seems too complicated to explain, and in this place that is so gloriously beautiful, and unspoiled, I don’t want to talk about things from long ago. Better to let them stay in the past.

There’s a rustling in the undergrowth to our right. We stop. An armadillo emerges from beneath a thicket of saw palmetto. He crosses in front of us and disappears. We move on, single file now, keeping to the center of the road.

Rhamy is leading the way, moving through dappled sunlight, side-stepping tendrils of low-hanging Spanish moss. Occasionally she reaches out to touch a leaf or a palm frond. She’s thrilled to be here. From the moment we drove onto St. Simons Island, I noticed a contentment, a quiet serenity about her I’d rarely seen before. Watching her, seeing how happy she is, I think of a word that perfectly describes her: Islomane. A person who is in love with islands. Someone who feels most at home when they are on an island.

It’s a word I first encountered when I was an adolescent, in a book that was forbidden in the household where I grew up. D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover led me to Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer and Tropic of Capricorn. I read these books late into the night, flashlight under the covers, hardly believing anyone could write such lascivious things. So this was what sex was all about.

Henry Miller had a friend, I learned. The friend, Lawrence Durrell, was also a novelist.

Born in India of English and Irish parents, Durrell roamed the world but was never able to find a place where he felt at home. For a time he lived on the Greek island of Corfu. He loved it there, and he wrote a novel, Prospero’s Cell, set on Corfu. I read it, and another Durrell book, The Alexandria Quartet. He wrote much as Miller wrote, I discovered. The pages of his books were full of erotic sex scenes. When I finished the Durrell novels, I set the flashlight back on the shelf in the pantry. It would be years before I’d pick up any of those books again. But some of the images stayed with me.

Durrell told of dropping cherries into the lagoon near the house he’d rented on Corfu. They would sink to the bottom, and in that clear water they would remain visible. Durrell’s wife would dive for them and bring them to the surface. He told of islanders who measured time and distance by the number of cigarettes they could smoke as they walked from one village to another. If the clocks on the four sides of the church tower were never set at exactly the same time, a wind from the north slowing the delicate hands of the north-facing clock, a breeze from the south hastening the clock on the southern face, what did it matter?

I was perplexed, and curious, when I came across the word in Durrell’s Reflections of a Marine Venus. A character named Gideon tells of a “rare …affliction of spirit. There are people, Gideon (said) …who find islands… irresistible. The mere knowledge that they are on an island, a little world surrounded by the sea, fills them with an indescribable intoxication.” These people, Gideon believed, were islomanes.

I’d never seen the word before. I could not find it in a dictionary. There was no such word, yet there it was in Durrell’s book. I had no idea an author could do that, simply make up a word if none existed that quite described what he wanted to describe. Yet that’s exactly what Durrell had done.

After the death of his father, Durrell escaped the cold and damp climate of England, which he found absolutely paralyzing, and traveled with his family to sunny Greece. In a fisherman’s cottage in northwestern Corfu he lived an idyllic life, writing, fishing, and sailing. It was there, on this tiny speck of land in the Ionian Sea, that Durrell felt most at home.

Then came World War II. The island was bombarded by both Italian and German warplanes. Durrell, his wife, and daughter were forced to flee ahead of the advancing Nazi army.

For the rest of his life he would yearn to live on an island. He was an islomane: a person who comes to an island in search of something he cannot exactly name. Perhaps, as Gideon says, these lost souls are somehow related to the doomed inhabitants of Atlantis. On an island they are content. They want to stay forever. If that is not possible, at least they can visit. They are afflicted with islomania. They are islomanes.

As is Rhamy. It isn’t just the horses that draw her here. It’s the world they live in, a world separate from other worlds, a world where life is protected. A world where she feels at home.

As do I. I felt it when we crossed the bridge and drove onto St. Simons Island. I felt it when we boarded the ferry at St. Marys, and when we made our way across the intracoastal waterway, and when we stepped onto the dock at Cumberland Island.

But not Charlie. He misses civilization. The comforts of home. His hat.
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Four months after Thomas and Lucy Carnegie became owners of the plantation on Cumberland Island, workmen razed the burnt-out structure and began construction of a new Dungeness.

Designed as a Scottish castle, it would contain fifty-nine rooms, wraparound verandas, high ceilings, porches, turrets, and a hundred-foot tower. The Carnegie fortune was vast.

Thomas Carnegie died before Dungeness could be completed, but the work went on.

Lucy built a carriage house, golf course, greenhouse, recreation building, laundry, dairy barn, carpentry shop, kennel, living facilities for both black and white employees, dining rooms, bakery, chicken houses, commissary, ice plant, garden shed, and boat dock. She bought every piece of property that came up for sale until she owned all but a small enclave at the north end of the island. To cater to her every whim and those of her children, she employed two hundred servants.

The Gilded Age was a time of great wealth concentrated in the hands of a few families, and the Carnegies were among the richest. But trouble loomed. For the industrialists to build railroads, produce steel, and satisfy the burgeoning need for petroleum, they needed cheap labor.

The influx of immigrants made it possible for them to hire workers at wages so low, a man could barely afford to feed his family. Children as young as three were sent to work in cotton mills and coal mines. If their fingers were torn off by machines, there were other children who could take their places.

A steel worker in a Carnegie plant in 1890 earned an average of $10 a week. He worked twelve-hour shifts, seven days a week. His only holiday was July 4th. He did not bring a mid-day meal; there were no breaks and no time to eat.

 

Walking along the island road on our way to Dungeness, the heat of the day already upon us, I can only imagine what it must have been like for those workers. Twelve-hour shifts, nothing to eat, I would have keeled over. Charlie would have been out the door, heading for the nearest restaurant, Rhamy following close behind. The world is a better place now. Times are not quite so hard.

I was a child of eight or nine when I learned of an ancestor who had worked in one of the Carnegie foundries. When my grandfather told the story of what happened to his Uncle Norman, there was no anger in his voice, no fist-raised-to-the-sky gesture. It happened a long time ago.

Uncle Norman, a man who exists only in a family story that has been passed down through generations, was a young man when he left home. He may have wanted to see what lay beyond the Maryland farm where he’d been raised. He had three older brothers, so there were plenty of hands to plant and harvest the crops and care for the animals. Wages of $10 a week would have looked appealing. Forty dollars a month, that’s over $500 a year. A few years working in a foundry, he may have thought, and he’d be able to save enough money to buy a piece of property and to marry.

He crossed the Allegheny Mountains and traveled west until he reached Pittsburgh, a distance of nearly two hundred miles. He made his way to one of the Carnegie-owned steel mills and asked for a job.

Once there was a newspaper clipping that told the rest of the story, but it was read and reread and passed around so many times, it finally disintegrated. Nothing of him remains but a story an old man thought worth remembering, and passing down.

My grandfather is always, in my memory, someone who spent his final years reminiscing about the past. Abraham Lincoln tall, his face darkened from years in the sun, he is wreathed in smoke from his ever-present pipe. If I close my eyes today, I can see the room where he spent his days, smell the tobacco, hear the crackle of the fire he kept burning in his potbelly stove. My mother often sent me across the hall to his room to gather up his breakfast dishes, sweep the floor, straighten the doilies his wife had crocheted for the easy chair he kept by the window. If he was in a storytelling mood, I would settle into that chair and listen.

The Carnegie Steel Mill in Homestead, Pennsylvania, my grandfather said, was built on the banks of the Monongahela River. It was a monstrous place of thundering noise, flames, and danger. Efficiency, not safety, was the goal. When Carnegie’s hand-picked manager, Henry Frick, reduced wages, the workers went out on strike. Frick brought in Pinkerton detectives to protect the mill and to drive out the strikers. There followed 143 days of violence and bloodshed. The battle between the armed detectives and the strikers resulted in at least fourteen deaths and an unknown number of injuries. The Amalgamated Association of Iron and Steel Workers, one of the strongest unions in the country, was effectively broken.

“When you’re older,” my grandfather said, “read a poem called Dante’s Inferno. Then you’ll know what it was like inside those mills.”

He told of furnaces glowing like the mouth of hell, air thick with smoke and grime, the terrible stench of the place, the sparks that rose from the burning cauldrons and showered down on the workers, the soot that blackened their faces and clothing, the searing heat. “Accidents were so frequent they were barely noticed,” he said. “They usually happened when shifts were about to end: six in the morning or six at night. The men would be tired from working non-stop, dull and sluggish, careless because their minds had begun to drift homeward. Shovel some more coal into the furnace, pull the lever that empties the cauldron, clean up the cooling slag one more time, and their shift would be done.”

“Is that what happened to Uncle Norman?” I asked. “He was distracted?”

“There were three of them,” Grandfather said. “Three men working under one of the cauldrons when it broke loose. The molten steel poured out on them.”

The injured men were carried off to a hospital, he said, and the rest of the men went back to work. There were orders to be filled. The factory was running at full speed, and there was no time to waste. If there was an accident, the foreman would do what had to be done, and the work would go on. When the shift ended, and the men were on their way home, they might talk about what happened, what mistakes had caused the accident, how such a thing could be avoided. But mostly they were too tired for anything except to put one foot in front of the other.

Grandfather sat in his rocking chair, hands folded in his lap, and he was silent for a long time. I thought he might have drifted off. But then he roused himself and pulled his rocker close to the fire, as if the telling of the story had chilled him.

He took out his pipe and filled it with tobacco. In the woodbox beside the stove he found a piece of newspaper. He twisted it, lit it from the fire, applied the flame to the bowl of his pipe, and threw the burning paper into the stove.

He drew on his pipe, sat back in his chair, and stretched out his legs. “You didn’t find old men working in the steel mills,” he said. “By the time they were fifty, they were all used up. It ruined a man, working under those conditions. It shortened their lives. The same with the coal mines.” He sucked deeply on his pipe.

After the Pinkerton affair, he said, the unions lost what power they had. There was no one left to speak for the miners, the steelworkers, the factory men and women. Nothing to protect the workers.

The cauldrons, he went on — they were called crucibles — were held up with chains attached to giant cranes. When the impurities were burned out of the metal, the crane operator would lower the cauldron, and the men on the floor would tip it over, allowing the steel to flow into molds so it could be moved to other parts of the foundry. One of the chains holding the cauldron broke. All that white hot steel came down on them. They were nearly cooked alive.

My grandfather paused, puffed on his pipe, pushed back from the fire. “They said Uncle Norman’s burns were not quite as bad as the other two men,” he continued, “and for a time there was hope he might survive.”

He got out his handkerchief and wiped his eyes before continuing. “He lived for several days. There was time to call a priest to give him the Last Rites.”

Grandfather lowered his head until his chin nearly rested on his chest, and he was quiet. After a time I went to him. The fire in his pipe had gone out. I took it out of his hand and set it on the hearth.

His breakfast dishes were sitting on the table, wiped so clean there was hardly a spot of bacon grease, egg yolk, or a crumb of toast left. I gathered them up, carried them to the kitchen, and began to wash them.

 

Thomas Carnegie was already six years in his grave when the Pinkerton detectives battled strikers at the Homestead Steel Mill. Lucy was little affected. Workers on her Cumberland estate were paid a dollar a day if they were white, fifty cents if they were black. The air was clean, the sun warm, food and clothing provided. Life on Cumberland was pleasant.

The greenhouse provided fresh flowers for the mansion, the gardens fruit and vegetables, the dairy milk, butter, and cheese. There were deer in the forest, crabs, oysters, and seafood all around. Inside the recreation house there was a heated pool, steam room, barber shop, billiard room, squash court, gun room, and doctor’s office. Guests could avail themselves of any of these amenities. They could ride horses, play golf, go hunting and fishing.

What battles Lucy fought were mostly local. When Camden County changed the Dungeness property classification from “wild land” to “developed property,” doubling her property taxes, she sent lawyers to object. The mansion, recreation house, and forty outbuildings were not “improvements,” they argued, since they were not used for commercial purposes. The same when she was assessed road taxes. Why should she have to pay, when she maintained the roads on the island? When an engineer in her power house was called for jury duty, Lucy’s manager intervened, arguing that the man could not be spared. His work was essential to the smooth running of the estate.

Dungeness had begun to function as a small principality, and Lucy was its undisputed ruler. The richest of the rich accepted her invitations to come to Dungeness. They spent weeks there, sometimes months, enjoying Lucy’s hospitality. Mainlanders watched Carnegie boats make daily runs to St. Marys, Brunswick, and Fernandina Beach to purchase supplies for the mansion. On quiet nights they heard the sounds of music and laughter coming across the waters as wealthy financiers and industrialists partied at the Carnegie mansion.

The people who once hunted and fished on the island could only watch from afar. If they tried to come ashore, Lucy’s guards turned them away. Sometimes forcefully.

 

In the end, the Gilded Age could not last. The social injustices were simply too great to endure. Muckraking journalists wrote of ruthless business practices by the barons of industry, of the appalling conditions of New York tenements, of the abuse of power in politics and government. Social and political reformers became powerful voices for the masses, agitating against poor wages, unsafe working conditions, exploitation of children, and corporate greed.

The 16th Amendment, passed in 1913, gave Congress the right to tax both personal income and corporate profits. Three years later, in order to prevent the concentration of great wealth in the hands of a few, Congress passed the estate tax. The winds of change were blowing, and they were surely felt on Cumberland Island. An era had ended. All Lucy could do was draw her loved ones around her and try to protect the things she had built. But by then, her health had begun to fail.

When she died in 1916, ownership of Dungeness passed to her children. The great fortune, assailed by taxes, labor and maintenance costs, and disputes among the heirs, began to disintegrate. Income from the Carnegie office building in Pittsburgh, which Lucy had inherited from her husband, plummeted in 1925. In an effort to save money, Carnegie descendants moved out of Dungeness. Four years later, the crash of 1929 further eroded the income stream.

Dungeness stood empty for the next thirty years, until it was destroyed by fire in 1959. The mansion was never rebuilt.
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If the park ranger who greeted us at the dock were to drive her truck south on Grand Avenue, she would eventually arrive at Dungeness. She would pass between cement columns beneath an arch of decorative iron work, and the forest would open up to reveal what remains of the fifty-nine room Scottish castle. If she continued on in a straight line, she would arrive at the bottom of the grand staircase.

Money buys perfection like that, and there was plenty of money. No matter how much they spent, there was always more. Neither Thomas nor Lucy could have envisioned a time when it might be otherwise. Now, a hundred years after Lucy’s death, what’s left of the mansion is in ruins. Columns that once supported gables and roofs stand stark against the sky, supporting nothing. The great hundred-foot tower has toppled. Fallen rocks and debris litter the grand staircase. Walls that once soared have been broken off, leaving jagged edges. The grass around the mansion is green and close-cropped. Palm trees dot the landscape.

In the more than half-century that has passed since the fire, nature has reclaimed much of what the Carnegies built. What remains will soon be swallowed up, no longer visible beneath the rampant growth that clings to every surface, emerges from every crevice.

Wax myrtle and palmetto trees have taken root in the courtyard and in the above-ground basement. Resurrection ferns grow out of cracks in the walls. The once-elegant staircase with its curved railing is barely visible beneath the weeds and rubble.

In the St. Marys Visitor Center gift shop, there’s a book containing a picture of Lucy Carnegie and her nine children posed on the steps of the mansion. She was a widow by then, her husband having died when Nancy, the baby of the family, was just four years old. Dressed in black, a heavy woman with graying hair piled on top of her head, she leans against a pillar. A rug runner has been brought out of the house to make the seating more comfortable. One of her sons is sprawled on the top of the cement railing. The girls wear lacy dresses. Their hair is styled like their mother’s. The boys wear suits, ties, and tall riding boots. One rests his arm lightly on his straw hat. Another holds a similar hat in his lap. Most are looking off toward some distant object, or down, or to the side. None are smiling.
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