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Praise for


Saturday Night


“What do Americans do on Saturday night? This may seem an impossibly amorphous question, but Susan Orlean has made the most of its formlessness and shaped some of its answers into an unusual and entertaining cultural profile … with the drollness of her prose, the sharpness of her ear and eye, and her breadth of curiosity … Enlightening.”


—Christopher Lehmann-Haupt, The New York Times


“A wonderful look at what Saturday night means to different people in different parts of the country.”


—Chicago Sun-Times


“Orlean, a quirky curator of modern cultural behavior … has documented those few hours so near and dear to every working-weeker.… [Saturday Night] is like a slide show shot in vivid Americana. It’s one of those books you’d want to put in a time capsule to assist future generations and extraterrestrials in understanding American life circa 1990.”


—Matthew Gilbert, The Boston Globe


“Details with much zest and considerable insight the evening [that] has entered the cycle of American culture … a fine and engaging guide.”


—Scott Simon, The New York Times Book Review


“Delightful … Entertaining and interesting … A bona fide good idea—one so central to American life, so taken for granted by all of us … the book is a pleasant reminder of how we are at once united by certain of our national customs yet divided by the individual or tribal ways in which we celebrate them.”


—Jonathan Yardley, The Washington Post


“Orlean takes readers on a whiz-bang tour of several dozen spots where locals whoop it up, workers rake it in, women hunt husbands, dieters binge, prisoners go on dates, and religious people convert.… Orlean’s research is original and ambitious, and her findings wonderfully entertaining.… Orlean bucks America’s obsessions with work and celebrity. Yet her characters become stars.”


—The Christian Science Monitor


“A phenomenological journey of discovery … splendidly unscientific and witty.”


—The Economist


“Orlean’s high spirits and intelligence give her book the feeling of a good Saturday-night conversation. She approaches all her subjects with a sense of adventure and openness.… Her impressions are so rich and generous that I wanted to hear more of her speculations.… Her chapters are like beginnings of suspenseful novels, and if we look at ourselves on a Saturday night, we’ll see action about to begin.”


—USA Today


“Entertaining … a keenly observed slice of American life.”


—Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“Orlean can turn a vivid phrase.… The more you read, the more you notice how various stories throw new light on what went before.… All in all, a pretty entertaining way to spend a Saturday night.”


—The Philadelphia Inquirer


“Good, funny and drum-tight. Orlean has a knack for catching a scene at just the right moment.”


—Newsday




ALSO BY SUSAN ORLEAN


Rin Tin Tin


My Kind of Place


The Bullfighter Checks Her Makeup


The Orchid Thief
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For Jeff Conti





Introduction


Not long ago, I spent an interesting Saturday night in Elkhart, Indiana. I had gone there to write about a local imbroglio that pitted the mayor, a young man with conservative tastes, against a group of people who liked to spend their Saturday evenings cruising in fancy cars through downtown. The mayor saw the issue as a traffic problem; the cruisers saw his efforts to stop cruising in Elkhart as an infringement on their inalienable right to have fun on weekends. I saw it as a chance to see how seriously people take Saturday night.


I arranged to meet the cruisers at nine o’clock so I could ride with them on Main Street. At seven I got hungry, so I drove to an Italian restaurant someone had recommended to me. I was alone and it was Saturday night and I didn’t want to feel out of place, so I hoped the restaurant would be a quiet hole-in-the-wall. It was not. It was the sort of place that attracts every birthday celebration, first date, last date, prom date, anniversary party, engagement celebration, and stag party within a two-hundred-mile radius. All around me were couples, people on dates, groups of friends, and a few family reunions; a big birthday party was under way at the table next to mine. It was a large restaurant, and there were no other single diners. I am not unaccustomed to being alone in a crowd, but this was the first time in my life I had dined alone at a restaurant—let alone a restaurant preferred by big, ostentatiously convivial groups of people—on a Saturday night. It was an uncommon and largely disagreeable sensation. I saw that I was being noticed by the people seated near me. It made me feel as if I had walked out of the house without any pants on. I decided that the best defense was to look busy, but reading the label on the aspirin bottle in my purse took only a minute. Next, I read the menu. Then I turned to the place mat, which had only a photograph of a beach on it—I never thought I would see the day when I would miss those place mats with puzzles on them, but this was it. I wondered whether I could leave without being too obvious, and if I left, whether I could get a more secluded dinner somewhere else.


My musing was interrupted by my waitress, a tall woman with curly brown hair, a high forehead, and a voice that could cut through drywall. Her name tag said MARIAN. She greeted me and asked if I was meeting someone. I said I wasn’t. “Here on vacation?” she asked. When I said I was in town doing work, she gave me a long look full of pity and proceeded to take my order. At that point, all I wanted was to get a quick dinner and get out. I hoped that Marian would speed me on my way. Marian, however, dawdled. She tidied my place setting and filled my water glass. She eyed me. I looked away. She checked my salt and pepper shakers. I began to suspect that in her eyes I was a statistical freak—a Fourth of July snowstorm of customers. She dawdled some more. Another minute passed. Finally, just as she was walking away, Marian grabbed a waitress passing by, turned her so she could get a good look at me, and said in her loud, clear voice, “Just look at her! My god! All by herself and working on Saturday night!”


After that dinner, and after I had gone cruising, I was convinced: Saturday night is different from any other night. On Saturday night, people get together, go dancing, go bowling, go drinking, go out to dinner, get drunk, get killed, kill other people, go out on dates, visit friends, go to parties, listen to music, sleep, gamble, watch television, go cruising, and sometimes fall in love—just as they do every other night of the week, but they do all these things more often and with more passion and intent on Saturday night. Even having nothing to do on a Saturday night is different than having nothing to do on, say, Thursday afternoon, and being alone on a Saturday night is different from being alone on any other night of the week. For most people Saturday is the one night that neither follows nor precedes work, when they expect to have a nice time, when they want to be with their friends and lovers and not with their parents, bosses, employees, teachers, landlords, or relatives—unless those categories happen to include friends or lovers. Saturday night is when you want to do what you want to do and not what you have to do. In the extreme, this leads to what I think of as the Fun Imperative: the sensation that a Saturday night not devoted to having a good time is a major human failure and possible evidence of a character flaw. The particularly acute loneliness you can feel only on Saturday night is the Fun Imperative unrequited. But most of the time Saturday night is a medium of enjoyment. Observing different kinds of people in different parts of America who live in different sorts of circumstances at leisure on Saturday night seemed like a perfect opportunity to observe them in their most natural and self-selected setting—like studying an elephant romping in the Ngorongoro Crater as opposed to studying an elephant carrying an advertising sandwich-board in front of a used-car lot in Miami.


After my trip to Elkhart, I decided to travel around the country and spend Saturday nights with a variety of people in a variety of situations, with the intention not to define Saturday night but to illustrate it. What I wanted to know about Saturday night was not so much what is fun to do with your spare time as what, given some spare time and no directives or obligations, people find themselves doing. I wanted to know what determines how Americans spend Saturday night. Is it mainly regional? Is it a matter of age and marital status? Relative wealth? Urban versus suburban versus rural? Is there such a thing as a typical Southern Saturday night, or a middle-aged Saturday night, or a working-class Saturday night? Is there someplace everyone goes on Saturday night—that is, is there something that has sprung up to replace the vanished town squares and bars and bowling alleys where people used to gather when they wanted to get together and had no particular place to go?


This task had a few challenges. For one thing, many people, including me, often spend Saturday night with friends at home. For a reporter, this is a tough world to infiltrate and an impossible one to write about, and judging by many of the Saturday nights I’ve spent this way, their pleasures are too self-referential to bear description. So for the record, I will note here that a great many people across America spend a great many Saturday nights at home with their family or their friends. It is also true that in the era of disaster news, people have come to expect to be written about only when something exceptional or shocking takes place in their lives. When I showed interest in a subject people considered terribly ordinary—Saturday night in the life of a suburban baby-sitter, for instance—I had some explaining to do. All I could say was that I was looking for things that were neither exceptional nor shocking, and that would reveal what a typical Saturday night was like for somebody—say, an eighty-two-year-old woman who liked to dance, or an Air Force officer on Saturday-night missile duty, or a Park Avenue hostess with a reputation to maintain. Quite often, people would ask me to come back when the town was having its jazz festival or mariachi festival or rodeo. That wasn’t what I was after. I had this notion that Saturday night itself was a good enough subject. I liked the idea of writing about people in a setting that had nothing to do with business or government or concession stands. I liked the contrariness of examining leisure in an era that is obsessed with work, and writing about average citizens in an era that celebrates celebrity.


Obviously, there are about two hundred million ways Americans spend their Saturday nights, and quite obviously I could not document any sizable percentage of them. I decided early on to be impressionistic rather than encyclopedic—to take a ride across the country, with stops along the way, rather than to attempt a door-to-door survey. Relieved of the impossible burden of comprehensiveness, I was drawn to certain themes (what it is like to work on Saturday night, for instance, and the too-common experience of Saturday-night murder); types of people (the Park Avenue maven, the recovering drug addict); places (the busiest restaurant in the United States); communities (the Louisiana blacks who have settled in Houston); classic Saturday-night situations (the life of a lounge band). I expected to report on someone on a date and never did (my belief in the Heisenberg Principle of the observer affecting the observed dissuaded me); I expected to spend no time whatsoever in churches and ended up in them three times. There is nothing exhaustive about my final results and I employed no quota system: I would give in to what seemed interesting, informed by a wish to throw as broad and engaging a net as I could.


There were a few things about Saturday night I wanted to figure out. For instance, even though Saturday night is itself a democratic occasion, I wondered if most people choose to spend it undemo-cratically—that is, to spend it around people just like themselves. Some Saturday-night situations don’t appear to have any social parameters. One Saturday night, I hung around the emergency room of a large veterinary hospital in New York. I’d heard there were certain animal accidents (cats falling out of windows, especially) that seemed to happen mostly on Saturday nights and I wanted to find out why; I also wondered whether there was any similarity to the people who ended up at such a place on Saturday nights when they didn’t have an emergency. Some flattened cats did come in (it was a hot night, and a lot of people probably left their windows open while they were out) but there were also a lot of people who just chose that Saturday night to get their dogs’ teeth cleaned or to have their sick parakeet put to sleep. Except for sharing a somewhat unconventional notion of pet care, these people appeared to have nothing in common. The animal emergency center aside, I saw some white people at the black church social I went to, and some black kids and a few upper-middle-class white kids hanging around the white, blue-collar cruising crowd in Elkhart. But generally, it seems that Saturday night acts as a subset intensifier, and that most people stick with their own small social set when they are out on their own.


Distinguishing Saturday night from the rest of the week began around 7 B.C. with the introduction in Assyria of once-a-week “evil days,” and it has remained constant throughout human history, including but not ending with Saturday Night Fever. That is a rather exceptional sweep: I don’t know of anything else that has social significance spanning ancient Babylonia and Babylon, Long Island. The origin of Saturday night’s distinctiveness was religious—one day each week set aside as sacred to contrast with the six others that were profane—and, over time, became economic (a day of rest versus days of labor). Before this century, days of rest were permitted mainly so that laborers could restore—“recreate,” in Victorian terms—their strength and then return to another six days of hard work. Eventually, as affluence and easy credit spread through the American middle class after World War II, weekend “recreation” became an end in itself. Fun was viewed as an entitlement of the middle class rather than an exclusive right of the rich and elite. The satisfying life, after the war, included an imperative to have fun, and Saturday night was the center of it.


How is Saturday night different now from the past? There is no doubt that AIDS has quashed some of the abandon that Saturday night symbolized and contained—not just in gay nightclubs, but in all bars and clubs and parties. This was probably the most depressing truth that arose in my reporting. There are other ways social behavior and Saturday night have changed. A sex researcher told me that he believes many people used to have sex only on Saturday nights, in some cases because it was their only chance, and in other cases because an unconscious sense of guilt made them feel that it was improper on “regular” nights of the week. He ventured that sex on Saturday night was titillating for some people because it was only hours before they would have to go to church. Sexual liberation, this scientist concluded, has probably changed that.


Vidal Sassoon also was an agent of change. In 1964, in a fashionpress-packed ballroom of the Hotel Pierre in New York City, he demonstrated on girl triplets from Brooklyn the free-swinging, loose-falling haircut he had pioneered, a cut that could be washed and dried at home and would eventually eliminate for most women the ritual of the Saturday afternoon hair-setting at a salon. “We did for faces what Frank Lloyd Wright did for architecture,” Sassoon says. “We’re talking about freeing five, six hours a week for women. And they would still look good for Saturday night. It was a big change for society. There were people in deep shock.”


Then there’s the effect of indoor plumbing on Saturday night: when baths were once-a-week events at the neighborhood bathhouse, Saturday had the distinction of being bath night for most people, since it allowed them to get clean after a week of work and before a night of leisure. A man I know who founded a bathaccessories business named it Saturday Knight Ltd. to satisfy his Anglophilia and to commemorate his childhood ritual of Saturday night baths. Some people I met still remember bath night fondly, but I have yet to meet anyone who thinks full-time access to hot water is something to regret.


Saturday night happens to be when most people take part in whatever is the current entertainment trend. One month, they might watch a break-dance contest, and a lip-synching contest the next, and a vogueing demonstration the one after that. I began to think of this aspect of Saturday-night culture as the Palace of Social Meteors. Every city I’ve ever visited seems to have a bar or nightclub called the Palace, the local showcase for whatever the current public diversion happens to be. I made a practice of avoiding all the Palaces and all study of Social Meteors. Bar life is certainly a constant of the American Saturday night, but the ancillary activities that take place in them, I’m convinced, are mostly new ways to get people to spend money on drinks, and their evanescence only proves that people get bored with the ways in which they keep busy in bars.


It’s hard to think about Saturday night without realizing that chronological time itself is something of an anachronism these days. Schedules are less rigid now than in the past. Everything is open all the time. People work unusual hours. When I was a kid, grocery stores closed at six and were never open on Sundays. I still remember the first time I went to a twenty-four-hour grocery store at four in the morning, thinking that something fundamental had changed forever. You used to be out of luck for money on the weekend if you didn’t get to the bank by three on Friday. Now most people I know don’t even know when banks are open and don’t need to know because they use twenty-four-hour automatic bank machines. Most stores are now open every day, since in many places blue laws have been repealed. Saturday is still the busiest shopping day of the week, but the opening of stores on Sundays has made it less distinctively busy.


The way we perceive time changed when the American economy shifted from agriculture to industry. On a farm, the significant unit of time is a season. On an assembly line, though, you’re inside all the time and you work all year round and you have no interaction with the natural physical world, so seasons no longer matter: what matters is the week, and you know that if you’re annoyed to be back at work, it’s probably a Monday, and if you just got paid and feel more cheerful, it’s Friday, and if you’re happy, it’s the weekend. Now, as manufacturing with its regular hours and rigid schedules is displaced by a service and high-tech economy that runs incessantly, night and day, the convention of the five-day workweek and the two-day weekend is coming apart. Many workers have unusual schedules—swing shifts, night work, three-day weekends. They also have their pay deposited electronically, bank by phone, shop at midnight, and tape the Tonight show and watch it at breakfast. The idea of having to get to a bank by three on Friday to cash a paycheck or to watch Johnny Carson when he’s on at midnight seems, in the late twentieth century, nostalgic. Murray Melbin, a sociologist at Boston University, recently wrote that we have run out of land to colonize, so we are now colonizing nighttime, operating businesses twenty-four hours a day, and setting up services (like the automatic bank machines) to obviate the importance of time. People will eventually work from their homes via computer workstations and modem hookups and won’t have work schedules. The week as we know it won’t mean anything. Some people see this as liberation. Other people—I’m inclined to include myself in this camp—think it sounds awful. Maybe it would eliminate the problems of getting to work on time, but that’s only because it means you are at work all the time. And the more the structure of the week disappears, the less extraordinary and special Saturday night will be. I am not an enthusiast with regard to the seamless week. I think the Assyrians had it right when they decided it was comforting to divide infinity into comprehensible, repeating units of time with distinct qualities. In particular, I would consider losing the singular nature of Saturday night—one night set aside to be off-limits to obligations, when you don’t have to work or visit your aged relatives or be cautious about money or be careful about what you eat or feel guilty about dancing in your church—kind of a shame.


I was happy to discover that—the possibility of a dateless, hourless, calendarless future notwithstanding—Saturday night still does have a distinct personality and effect on most people. People still act differently on Saturday night for no reason other than it’s Saturday night. For instance, there are fewer long-distance calls made on Saturday night than on any other night of the week. What is it about Saturday night that inhibits the urge to make calls? Is it that so many people are out, or that anyone who happens to be at home assumes that anyone they want to call is out? Or does it just feel weird? (As a matter of fact, I am an enthusiastic long-distance phone-call maker, and I am often home on Saturday night, yet it rarely occurs to me to make a long-distance phone call on a Saturday night.) On Saturday night, there are also the fewest airplane flights, the most murders, most taped radio shows, fewest television viewers, most visits to the emergency room, fewest suicides, most incidents of cats falling out of Manhattan apartment windows, most scheduled showings of The Rocky Horror Picture Show, most people breaking their diets, most liquor sold by the glass, the fewest number of calls to businesses offering products on television, and the highest number of reported incidents of cow toppling in rural Pennsylvania. These might at first seem like weird specifics—informational dead ends, like knowing that 75 percent of all Iowans think Scotch tape is the best modern invention—but they really add up to a picture of what Saturday night in America is like. It is a time when people either aren’t home to make phone calls or don’t want to make them if they are, don’t start or end trips, kill other people, listen to prerecorded radio shows, are too busy to watch television, have accidents, don’t feel like killing themselves, go out for the evening and forget to close their windows and own curious cats with bad depth perception, feel like seeing campy movies, are in the mood to eat with abandon, drink in bars, aren’t in the mood to order the five-volume set of Slim Whitman’s greatest hits or aren’t home to fall victim to the ad, and see cows sleeping in pastures and are inspired to tip them over just for fun. That does have the ring of truth. It’s in keeping with what the Assyrians had in mind when they first established the seven-day week.


For the last few years, while working on this book, I kept two items posted over my desk. The first is a clipping from the Chicago Tribune wire service. It says:


LEISURE TIME SHRINKS BY 32%


Since 1973, the median number of hours worked by Americans has increased by 20%, while the amount of leisure time available to the average person has dropped by 32%. The difference between the rise in working hours and the drop in leisure time has been the time that people spend on work around the house and other responsibilities that do not qualify as work. The trend toward less and less leisure time has been steady and inexorable, according to a Harris Survey.


This I used for inspiration. If the law of supply and demand is universally true, the shrinking of leisure time could only serve to make Saturday night more valuable. In a world with 32 percent less leisure time, wouldn’t a night imbued with pleasure and abandon remain an important and welcome tonic, no matter how irrelevant the conventional notion of time may come to be? Jane Champagne, whom I met at a Saturday night church social in Houston, put it more vividly. One afternoon she mentioned that she had to make a bunch of phone calls, cook the food, talk to the bank, clean up the church hall, feed her husband, cook dinner for the pastor, and change her clothes by nine o’clock, when the dance was scheduled to begin. “I’m so busy, busy, busy, busy,” she said. “I get so tired! But then I just think about the church dance coming up, and I think about Saturday night, and then everything’s all right.”


The other item posted over my desk is something I found buried in a survey about leisure-time activity. It said:


Fifty-four percent of those surveyed have sex at least once a week but ranked it below gardening and visiting relatives as a regular activity.


For a year or so, I didn’t really know why I was so taken with this piece of rather arcane data except for its innate comic value. After a while, I stopped wondering why I wondered about it. I went to spend Saturday night in a few dozen different places around the country. Time and time again I saw that Saturday night was indeed something special—a time when people are most at ease with themselves. Surveys and statistics of any sort began to seem less important once I realized that Saturday night is mostly mythic: larger than life, more meaningful the less closely it is examined, romantic in the purest way, more an idea than an event. At last I figured out why that survey seemed to have a particular connection to my interest in Saturday night. According to the survey, most people have sex less often than they garden or visit their relatives, but I’m positive that they still consider sex the larger, more mystical, more mythic, more important, more noteworthy experience. That is how I finally feel about Saturday night. It is a matter of quality over quantity. If you add them up, there are many more weekdays in our lives than there are Saturday nights, but Saturday night is the one worth living for.







Saturday Night








Cruising


Elkhart, Indiana


James Patrick Perron, who is twenty-seven years old and the youngest mayor in the history of Elkhart, Indiana, as well as the youngest mayor of any decent-sized town in the state, drives a navy-blue Buick sedan with four doors, plush seats, power brakes, and a big, squishy suspension that smooths out bumps in the road. The car is loaded with luxury options and has a lot of pep. It has a handsome paint job. Still, it is not the sort of vehicle that people in Elkhart who consider themselves judges of such things—and there are quite a few who do—would call a cruising machine or a piece of musclecar perfection.


Mayor Perron is medium-sized and has brown bowl-cut hair, broad cheeks, a mild, toothy, genuine-looking smile, and an unaggressive chin. His skin is as soft-looking and unwrinkled as a child’s, but he carries himself with the gravity of someone who would not wear a bathing suit with abandon. A lot of people who knew Jim Perron when he was growing up in Elkhart recall that the air of maturity—the air of a man who would drive a Buick—has always been rich around him. No one, including the mayor himself, remembers him experiencing adolescent spasms of girl craziness or car craziness or experimental self-destructiveness. At the appropriate moment in history—his and the world’s—he did flirt with the concept of hippieness, but the flirtation exhausted itself with his reading of The Whole Earth Catalog and some discussions about conserving fossil fuels. He has always preferred light classical music to car horns that play the theme song from The Godfather. He ran for city council before he finished college. His earnestness about civic matters and his absolute solidness made the question of his age, or lack of it, irrelevant. In fact, anyone who expected that a young mayor would incline civic temperament in Elkhart toward frivolity would have to admit to having been confounded by Jim Perron.


I had come to spend a Saturday night in Elkhart, Indiana, for a reason not dear to Jim Perron’s heart: I knew Elkhart was one of the nation’s capitals of cruising, and cruising struck me as being what Saturday night in America is all about. Cruising in a motor vehicle is the contemporary equivalent of strolling, which is what Saturday night used to be all about. It is done at approximately strolling speed, so that cruisers can look at one another and tenderly insult one another’s cars as they drive around in a big loop. The purpose of cruising is slow-going and social—it is more spectator than sport. It is an opportunity to get together and do nothing, but in a somewhat organized fashion. It feels silly and wasteful and independent, all of which is especially suited to Saturday night, when people like to do something that very specifically does not duplicate the purposefulness and productivity and obligations of the workday. If you are imagining something done at more than thirty miles an hour, you are confusing cruising with drag racing. If you are thinking of something that is a procession of vintage cars, you are confusing cruising with an auto meet. Some people do cruise in fabulous cars, but plenty cruise in beat-up station wagons with wobbly fenders and bad paint jobs. The car doesn’t really matter. What matters is being out on a street, with friends, in some vehicle, with time on your hands, with nowhere in particular to get to, on a Saturday night—which has a way of making such simple things seem spectacular.


The folklore of cruising suggests that it arose in the 1950s, when many families had cars or second cars for the first time, and town squares made to walk around were being replaced by commercial strips you had to drive around, and the critical mass of people looking for something cheap and easy to do on weekends was reached. Cruising was the elegant solution. It solved the biggest challenge of Saturday night—that is, how to have fun when you don’t have anything much to do. As such, it is especially suited to small towns. In Indiana, a state made up of small towns, cruising flourished.


Elkhart, the largest town in Indiana without mass transit, is the biggest city in the region and the natural magnet on weekends for people from neighboring towns such as Goshen and White Pigeon and Sturgis and Mishawaka. In the center of town is the wide, inviting roadbed of Main Street, and there is very little competition for the local entertainment dollar. It is also a town that has pleasure driving to thank for its economy: Elkhart is the hub of the recreational-vehicle industry, and more than half of its citizens have jobs building, servicing, selling, or outfitting mobile homes and fancy vans. In 1930, when Elkhart was still just a squirt of a town set among cows and farm stands in the northeast corner of this big, flat state, Skyline Motor Homes was founded by a local resident, and in time was joined here by Holiday Rambler and Coachman and Schult and trailer-top manufacturers and van converters and tinted-glass shops and paint-job outfits and rec-vehicle-accessory shops, and pretty soon Elkhart started to be known as the Detroit of the Recreational Vehicle Industry. The only other major business in town is an Alka-Seltzer plant. All of this appears to have inclined people in the area to having a super-developed appreciation of cars as entertainment units.


On Saturday nights for many years, hundreds of people from miles around converged on Elkhart’s Main Street and traveled a loop that went from the railroad tracks through the McDonald’s parking lot and back to the railroad tracks. In some places around the country, the cruising crowd is mostly adolescent; in Elkhart, it was diverse, made up of teenagers who had just discovered cruising and middle-aged adults with nicer cars and fond memories of their teenage cruising years. On Saturday nights, the cruisers on Main Street formed a considerable and interesting cavalcade. Car Craft, a performance-car magazine, has included Elkhart on its list of the ten best American cruising cities—something that has made Main Street regulars understandably proud, considering that Elkhart is not often on lists of the ten best American anythings, and considering that many other towns on the list are in California, where the length of the cruising season and the prevalence of convertibles provide an unfair advantage.


This equation remained intact for many years: a small city grateful for and dependent on the recreational-driving industry, where there isn’t an overabundance of things to do with free time, raises to a near platonic ideal the classic American Saturday-night sport of cruising. Then into this was added James Perron, a young, sort-of-urban professional who drives a Buick and makes use of his turn signals all the time, and who pictures the Elkhart of the future with an expanded economy, more attractive boutiques, more tasteful entertainment, and fewer people who like to wear hats made out of beer cans.


“We’re too dependent on the recreational-vehicle industry,” Mayor Perron has said. “It’s time for Elkhart to diversify. We should become the banking and high-tech center of the region.” On cruising specifically, he has said, “I personally have no feeling about cruising, but it generates too much noise and trash and has made Main Street unusable for emergency vehicles as well as people who are not cruising. We should have all strata of people coming to Main Street to enjoy a variety of cultural and entertainment opportunities. Theater. Symphony. I tend to spend my Saturday nights at home with my wife, or we go out with friends. During election season, of course, I spend most Saturday nights at political functions. Elkhart is a growing metropolitan area. The trend here is community pride. That’s what’s important, not more cars and cruising.”


Just before I came to Elkhart, the mayor did something about his displeasure with the standard Elkhart Saturday night: he enacted an executive order banning traffic from the center two lanes of Main Street after 8 p.m. Of course, traffic could continue as usual in the outer two lanes on Main. But without use of the center lanes, the cruisers, who considered hollering, waving, and peering into one another’s cars the material points of the experience, had to cruise past one another at a fifteen-foot distance—something that had on the activity what legal minds might call a chilling effect. Suddenly, Saturday night—which probably had not been a matter of municipal concern in the past—became a matter of great emotional debate in town. When I told some people in Elkhart that I was coming to spend time in the cruising capital of the Midwest, they warned me that the mayor’s order meant I would be cruising under reduced circumstances. I was also warned that some of the cruisers had banded together and were waging war against Major Perron.


When I first arrived in Elkhart, Mayor Perron met me at my hotel and suggested we drive down Main. I knew it was a symbolic gesture, but it was also a practical one: there is almost nowhere you can go in Elkhart that doesn’t require a trip down Main. The street is as straight as a paper cut, and the town peels off on either side of it. Before it gets to the center of Elkhart, Main is a country road that runs past plowed fields and then fields that look as if they’ve been left fallow in anticipation of a future industrial park, and then past sparse neighborhoods, and then past patches of small businesses with gigantic parking lots festooned with plastic flags and marked with junky electric signs on three-wheeled trailers. Downtown, Main is lined with narrow sidewalks, parking meters, and low, flat-faced buildings with modestly ornate trim and stout dimensions. Some of the downtown storefronts have been remodeled in a style that probably looked snazzy and modern twenty years ago. The building materials are the sturdy, unspectacular sort you often find in old, solvent midwestern towns—brick, granite, some wood, and some aluminum siding—in muted shades that look as if they had been alternately bleached and frozen over the last several decades. Over the railroad tracks, Main peters out quickly, and a mile out of downtown, you feel as if you’re on a country road again.


Mayor Perron drives with his hands in the eleven- and two-o’clock positions. He prodded the accelerator erratically, as if his foot had hiccups. At the first stoplight, he stomped on the brakes and then turned to me. “I want to make one thing clear,” he said. “In spite of all that’s gone on, I think people should know a few things about me. I think they should know that as a matter of fact, I like to drive. I really do. But as much as I might like to drive, I just don’t think of driving as recreation. I think of it as transportation. I realize some people think of driving and cars and I suppose even cruising in their cars as a pastime. I imagine for them it’s like a hobby. They probably view it the way some people view fishing or collecting stamps. But as far as I’m concerned, I just don’t see the attraction in it. A car like this Buick is all I’d ever want.” He smiled at me and patted the dashboard.


“This car takes me where I want to go, and that’s enough for me,” he said. “Personally, I just don’t think of the automobile as a pleasure tool.”


Around nine o’clock that Saturday night, I joined some of the people who do think of the automobile as a pleasure tool in a parking lot on Main Street called the Bucklen Lot.


Bucklen is the biggest parking lot downtown. The Bucklen Opera House, an imposing rococo stone structure built in 1884, used to stand on the site. In its day, the opera house was probably the swankiest recreational facility in town. After burlesque and vaudeville went out of fashion, the Bucklen showed movies, and then the movies moved out to the mall. No other use for the building cropped up. Eventually, it fell into complete disrepair and everyone gave up on it, so it was torn down. Some people in Elkhart consider the incident a shame, but as you might expect in a town of avid drivers, many others consider the parking lot a fine thing to have acquired in the deal.


Bucklen is now regarded as ground zero by the people who come to Elkhart to cruise, and by nine that night, even under these reduced circumstances, it was busy. Three monster trucks—pickups perched on giant tires—were parked along the north edge of the lot; a Mustang convertible, a Dodge classic street rod with tongues-of-flames decals on the hood, several different makes of muscle cars, a blue Pinto with a fuzzy doll hanging from the rearview mirror, a ‘69 Camaro, a ‘63 Impala, and one ratty station wagon were lined up inside. No one had pulled onto the street yet: this was the assembly period, and most people were just standing around chatting and smoking cigarettes.


The fainthearted, of course, were long gone. Center-lane-violation tickets were going at fifty dollars a pop, and as a reminder, the mayor had sent a phalanx of police with pencils and ticket pads to Main Street on the first several Saturday nights after the order had gone into effect. “It’s too expensive to cruise now,” one man who had been ticketed told me. “I can’t afford to go out there and drive around for a few hours if it’s going to cost me a fifty-dollar bill.” Some cruisers had shifted their base of operations to Mishawaka, a nearby town with a cruising strip just beyond its city limits. A lot of Elkhart’s cruisers don’t like the Mishawaka strip because it is dark, dismal, runs past fields and parking lots (which make for a boring cruise backdrop), and has a lot of high-speed incidental traffic that makes the lollygagging pace of cruising a little dangerous. On the other hand, so far, no one in the Mishawaka town government seems to mind the cruisers being there. It may just be a matter of time before Mishawaka goes the way of Elkhart, since bans like Mayor Perron’s are becoming increasingly popular around the country. In Goshen, Indiana—a little town a few miles east of Elkhart—Mayor Max Chiddester made a cruising ban one of his final official acts before retiring. In Portland, Oregon, the city fathers have imposed a $150 fine on anyone driving purposelessly past the same spot twice in an hour. Third time around gets the vehicle impounded. Officials in Allentown, Pennsylvania, have considered similar legislation. The standard complaints were trash, noise, the creation of an unattractive nuisance, and, by implication, greaser overload. “Why encourage this sort of activity?” one city councilman in Oregon complained. “Why can’t these people find something else to do with their weekends that doesn’t include cars?”


For a while, it had looked as if cruising would be killed off by causes other than legislative ones. When the price of gas rose in the 1970s, it pushed cruising out of the category of cheap, fun things to do on Saturday nights, and the vogue for finless, chromeless, subcompact stick shifts with pokey little engines made it seem silly—more like a cortege of bumper cars than a grand display. It became much more with-it and contemporary to spend Saturday nights barhopping or disco dancing or eating in brassy, ferny Tex-Mex restaurants than driving up and down a street engaging in an anachronistic cornball ritual that wasted gasoline.


In Elkhart, the downslide in pleasure driving had a one-two punch. The financial considerations that queered cruising did the same to the town’s economy: once gas cost a dollar or more per gallon, Americans reconsidered the wisdom of the recreational vehicle. What followed in Elkhart was a powerful slump. The net worth of one rich man in town who owned some of the rec-vehicle companies dropped so much in a single day that it was recorded in the Guinness Book of World Records. Unemployment in Elkhart became an ordinary condition. For a while, according to some people in town, it felt as if the rec-vehicle business would never recover, and Elkhart would be left as enervated and useless as a roughneck town on a tapped-out oil well. “Luckily, people eventually got used to high gas prices,” one resident told me. “They came back to the realization that mobile homes are a marvelous thing.” Around the time Elkhart was getting back to speed, Main Street was repaved, and on each subsequent Saturday night, more and more cruisers returned to the road. “They came back right after we got Main Street into good shape, too,” Mayor Perron recalls with dismay. “Before that, for a while, it had really been beautiful.”


Pete Russell, the man generally acknowledged to be leading the Elkhart cruiser resistance, was standing with a large group of people beside his monster truck when I got to the Bucklen Lot. Pete’s truck is a half-ton Chevy pickup, white as milk, named the Intruder. Car naming is as common in Elkhart as estate naming is in the Virginia hunt country. Pete is a lean, leathery man in his mid-forties with narrowed eyes and a set jaw—the aspect of someone who spends a lot of time on his back halfway under car chassis in the bright sun. He wears his hair, which is either platinum blond or prematurely white, in a long and lightly sculpted pageboy. Charley Rich, the country-western star who is sometimes known as the Silver Fox, used to have a similar haircut. It happens that Pete is fond of country music and doesn’t mind the comparison. He is also fond of Elvis Presley, and keeps a life-size bust of him in his living-room window. He is less fond of Mayor Perron, who he considers a nervous youngster with yuppie aspirations and a secret disdain for what is sometimes cruelly described in these parts as “trailer trash”—that is, the people who work in the rec-vehicle business. Pete sells race-car trailers for a living. That night, he was wearing a silver vinyl jacket decorated with Valvoline Motor Oil insignias that made a faint crunching sound when he turned and glinted when it caught the streetlight at certain angles. He calls himself a race-car fan. When he is interviewed on television about the cruising controversy, he is identified as “Pete Russell—Cruising Advocate.”


“Pretty quiet night,” Pete said to me. He gestured around the lot. A few people standing within earshot murmured in agreement. “Actually, since the new rules, we haven’t had a really big night here since fifty German band students who were touring the United States ended up in Elkhart. I don’t know how they knew about cruising, but they wanted to do it. We put ten Germans at a time in the back of a pickup and cruised them up and down Main. They sang obscene German drinking songs and had a great time. They told us they liked cruising more than anything else they did the whole time they were in the United States. They spent the next two days walking around in a daze saying ‘Big truck! Big truck!’” He shook his head. “Except for that night, though, it’s not the way it used to be.”


Someone laughed and said, “It’s not the way it used to be, Pete, but then again, what is?”


“My wife looked up the definition of cruising in the dictionary the other day,” Pete said. “You know what it said? The definition of ‘cruise’ is ‘to meet.’ As in, ‘to meet people.’ That’s all we’re trying to do here, and as far as I’m concerned, that’s a pretty basic right. That’s why we set up the Elkhart Cruising Association.” He pointed to a bumper sticker on his truck that said ELKHART CRUISING ASSOCIATION, CRUISIN’ USA, ELKHART INDIANA. “That’s us against the mayor.”


The fact is that until this point Jim Perron had been a very popular mayor. He’d brought attention to an interesting local groundwater problem and had presided over Elkhart’s return from the depths of the gas crisis and recession. He proposed rehabilitating Main Street and the surrounding neighborhoods, and no one, including the cruisers, denied that Main Street could stand some rehabilitation. Some of its storefronts were empty and some were dilapidated; it looked droopy and outdated while everything snappy and new was out at the mall. The most exciting thing that had taken place on Main in recent memory was the murder of the man who owned the movie theater across from the Bucklen Lot. He was shot by one of his employees as he stood next to the popcorn machine.


It did appear that the mayor had a mandate to tidy up downtown, and he considered the cruising ban the foundation of the effort. He figured that his only liability might be some irritated motorhead kids. He hadn’t counted on the Elkhart Cruising Association—a coalition of teenagers and adult cruisers that soon provided the sociological and political spectacle of the mayor alienating both people fifteen years older and fifteen years younger than himself.


The association was headed by Pete Russell and a couple named Judy and Mark Cooke, two other Elkhart natives who happened to have conducted their own courtship while cruising on Main Street some decades ago. Judy and Mark own a custom auto-glass business in town. Their seventeen-year-old son is also a cruiser. “I didn’t know Pete before, but I saw him interviewed on television about the cruising rules, and I felt I had to do something about it,” Judy Cooke once told me. “To me, cruising is Saturday night. I’d felt that since my adolescence. I felt the mayor was negating my adolescence. I didn’t feel too great about that. I felt like, hey, that’s my youth you’re talking about.”


A few cars were heading down Main Street. A police car drove by, slowed near the lot, and passed. A ‘69 Camaro pulled into Bucklen, swung around the Intruder, and parked. “Hey, everyone,” the driver said. “Hey there, Pete.”


“Looking good, Steve.”


“It’s always looking good, man,” Steve said.


“Some car.”


“You know, I once had a ‘69 Firebird,” Steve said. “Years ago, I had a ‘69 Firebird and I let it get away. I wasn’t going to let that happen again. My wife understands. When we were about to get married, I said to her, ‘Honey, somewhere out there, there’s a ‘69 Camaro and I’m going to buy it.’ “


I asked him how long he had been cruising in Elkhart. “I grew up here, and I cruised here when I was a kid,” he said. “When I came back from Vietnam, there was nothing going on. Then cruising came back. I was really pumped when I saw everyone back on the street. I don’t know what the hell the mayor is trying to do. I’m still going to cruise, that’s for sure. I’m not in it to show off. Okay, I’ve generated something of a reputation, but I haven’t done anything. This is a three-fifty small-block engine, but I guess it’s a hot car and people assume things about me because of it. Some of which are not true. Hey, if I don’t come out and cruise, all I do is sit at home and watch TV with my wife. When I’m out cruising, I feel like it’s Christmas.”


“You’re lucky you have a wife who is willing to stay home alone on Saturday nights.”


He looked at me in surprise, and then said, “I wouldn’t have married her if she wasn’t.”


Pete slapped the hood of the Intruder. “Let’s get out on the street already,” he said. “Can’t waste a minute anymore when you’re cruising on borrowed time.”


I was dispatched into the car of one of the younger cruisers, a chatty, long-haired young man named Scott Longacre. His car was called Bad in Blue. At the time, Scott was a senior in high school in Elkhart, and he told me that after he graduated he hoped to go to college and then work toward becoming a vice president or general manager of a Fox Network affiliate. Bad in Blue was a funky, lowslung, creaky Pinto that had been unsubtly patched with Bondo, which showed through the paint the way a panty line shows under a cheap suit. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to this car,” Scott said, as he maneuvered out of Bucklen. “No, that’s not true. I do know what I’d do if something happened to this car. I’d get sick.” When we got onto Main, we were behind Pete. “I love the Intruder,” Scott said, pointing. “It is so great.”


Pete had roused nearly everyone out of Bucklen and onto Main, so within a few minutes, a few dozen people were cruising down the street. They were all driving with their windows down and their radios on loud, so each time we passed a car, I would hear an abrupt blurt of music that sounded like an industrial accident. No one drove on the center lanes, except occasionally. Scott’s seat was pushed far back from the steering wheel. His arms were hyperextended and his head was tipped back on the headrest—a position that made him look extremely relaxed. The streetlights on Main were twinkling. There was just enough wind to blow your hair back, car-commercial style.


“I hope Judy and Mark get down here soon,” Scott said. “They are really cool.” He honked and waved at someone driving by. We slowed at a light. At the end of the street we noticed a car driving backward. A few people lounging on the sidewalk were applauding. Scott kept up a running commentary on each of the cars we passed. He favored boat-sized vehicles over midget sports cars, and anything with a lot of chrome over anything without it. When we passed a glossy, chrome-ribbed Chevy, he sighed and patted his dashboard. “Okay, I know Bad in Blue is just a Pinto, but I’ve really fixed it up. Some people might think, Oh, it’s just a Pinto. But I have a bunch of pretty neat sports-car features on it that I really don’t need, and I have a bumper that’s three inches over the legal bumper height. Seriously. I love this car. I spend all my money on it. I’d love to have a classic car, though. I have a friend who has a ‘57 Chevy, turquoise with a white interior. Plus, she has a Bel Air. Isn’t that unbelievable?” He turned on the radio and turned the dial until he found a station playing a Platters song. “Oh, boy! Platters! All right!” He pounded his fist on the steering wheel in time to the song. After a moment of musical expression he said, “You know, I have this opinion that I was born thirty years too late. All the neat cars and all the neat music were made in the fifties. Cruising was really happening in the biggest way in the fifties. My mom told me that she cruised when she grew up here, in a ‘64-and-a-half candy-applered Mustang. It’s not that my mom’s so cool or anything, but that sounds very cool to me.” He scratched his chin. “When I saw cruising was happening here, in my generation, on my Main Street, I thought it was just the neatest thing I had ever seen. They say that Elkhart is turning into a metropolis kind of a deal, but there’s really nothing to do around here. If they get rid of cruising, there’s really going to be nothing to do. Nothing.”


We were approaching the turnaround at the McDonald’s on the end of Main, passing a balloon shop, several shoe stores, a knit shop, and Flytrap’s Bar and Grill, the only business open at this hour. The street looked gray and empty except for the stream of cruiser cars. Scott slowed down. We talked for a minute about how little he likes parties and movies compared to cruising. “I sort of have a girlfriend or something like that,” he said. “I don’t hang out with her, exactly. I feel out of place everywhere but here. I mean, I feel like this is where I fit in. The cruisers are a weird mix of people, but it works. There are the older people, who I think are really neat, and there are the richer kids with the nice sports cars, and rougher kids with cars like souped-up Novas, and some cool, smart kids who usually drive their parents’ cars, and a nerd or two, and the street urchins who just hang out on the sidewalk. Everyone is welcome here. The idea of not cruising, man, I just don’t understand that. I live for it. That’s it for me. The week is just something I get through until Saturday night.”


As we pulled into the McDonald’s lot, Scott thought he saw the car he’d mentioned earlier, so he wanted to stop. A powder-blue ‘56 Bel Air with whitewalls, bright chrome trim, and blue upholstered seats with white piping was parked near the drive-through window. The car was shiny and bulbous and looked like a toaster. A chubby girl with a sulky face was sitting in the car ratting her hair with a long comb and eating a Ho-Ho. As soon as she saw Scott, she dropped her comb, finished the Ho-Ho, and got out.


“I thought that was you,” she said to him. “You know what? It was so neat—some people who don’t know my car just came over to say hello to me. I think it’s great when they say hello to the person and not just the car.”


Scott had gotten out of the Pinto and was fingering the chrome on the Bel Air. He was totally absorbed, as if he hadn’t heard her. She fell silent. Then he looked up and said, “Where’s the Chevy?” She said it was being repaired. Scott shrugged and started to walk away.


“Isn’t it neat, though?” she said to him. “I mean, about people saying hello to me and not just the car?”


We got back into Bad in Blue, made two loops of Main, listened to the radio, avoided the center lanes, waved at a lot of cars, honked at groups of people standing around on the sidewalk, tried to find a girl named Candy Rodriguez on the citizens-band radio, waved at more cars, got into an argument on the CB with someone who thought we had insulted Candy Rodriguez, yelled “Ouch!” at a Pontiac Grand Prix with wire wheel covers, saw someone breaking a beer bottle against a wall, honked at a girl in a tube top on a skateboard, made another loop, passed Pete in the Intruder, stopped and got a Coke and french fries at McDonald’s, got back in the car, yelled “Are you listening to Super Gold radio?” at several cars we passed, and then headed over to Bucklen to take a break. Scott had pointed out many cars to me by name: Wheels of Steel, the Orange Blur, Smog, Jealousy, Shadow of the Night. “I love naming cars,” he said. “The greatest thing about cruising is that we do whatever we want. It’s the only time of the week you do whatever you want. That’s part of the point. In Elkhart, people work all week, and they want some freedom on the weekend. That’s why the stuff with the mayor is so screwed up. I do have a lot of rules when I cruise, actually. The first one is: Be yourself. That’s very important. Second: Don’t be on someone’s butt all the time. By that I mean tailgating. Three: Be cool in front of the old-age home on Main Street. Four: When there are people walking down the street to a nice restaurant, watch your language. Five: Go to Bob Evans’s Farm Restaurant for breakfast when you’re done cruising. I guess that one’s not really a rule, but we do it every weekend so it’s become just like a rule.”


Steve was idling in his Camaro in the parking lot when we got back. He said he was going home a little early but that he’d be back next week. “The wife,” he said, rolling his eyes. Then he gunned the motor and drove off. Judy and Mark Cooke had showed up, and they came over to Scott’s car. Judy is pixieish; Mark is tall and deliberative. They had driven over in their van and were spending most of the evening in Bucklen talking to friends and watching the action on Main Street. Judy was telling someone how she had been organizing her high-school reunion at the time the center-lane rules were enacted. One of the reunion events was supposed to be a nostalgic cruise on Main Street. Instead, Judy called Pete and spent the next few weeks printing bumper stickers, T-shirts, and organizing a boycott of downtown merchants whom they suspected had pressured the mayor into the ban. The consensus in town was that the boycott didn’t amount to much economically, but it did convey a seriousness. Judy, Mark, and Pete were on the local TV news almost every night. “I wasn’t looking to get on TV,” Judy said. “I just felt someone had to speak out. It was a class thing. Perron is trying to get rid of people like us in Elkhart.”


The mayor had responded by setting up open meetings at city hall and establishing an advisory panel. The open meetings took on an unusual form when dozens of high-school students attended and walked out in protest at a prearranged signal from Pete and Judy. The walkout was the lead story on the evening news. Then the Elkhart Cruising Association made news again by endorsing the mayor’s opponent—a gloomy-looking man who was head of the local license-plate bureau. Sentences that used to begin “James Perron, the youngest mayor in the history of Elkhart” now, quite often, began “James Perron, the mayor who wants to get cruising out of his town.” Judy then wrote to one hundred local recreational vehicle businesses asking for support. “I got back one hundred and sixty letters from people at the companies,” she said. “They all wrote about how they had cruised when they were young, and how much cruising had meant to them as kids, and how they hoped it could be kept alive.”
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