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F
irst, eight feet of clay had to settle to the 
bottom of the pond on Main Street in 
Abita Springs, Louisiana.

Thick with sludgy green water and mud, 
the pond was a rundown neighbor to the 
white bungalow next door. But Pastor Jerel 
Keene, whose Louisiana Church congregation 
uses the bungalow as an office, envisioned a 
mission for the land the pond occupied, so 
he hired someone to dump red clay into the 
water and waited four years for it to settle 
like cement. He planted grass to reclaim the 
earth it became.

For years, Keene had been searching for 
a new church to accommodate the eighteen 
families making up his Southern Baptist con-
gregation. He wanted a building he could 
grow into: He wanted a place that could hold 

crowds, that he could wire for radio broadcast, 
and where he could install a prominent baptis-
tery for dunking the born-again. Keene, who 
lives about four hours away in the Kisatchie 
National Forest, has a bit of cowboy about 
him. He’s a horseman who was convinced he 
would start a church in the Montana foothills, 
“but people told me the bears don’t need sav-
ing,” he says. He talks in and operates on 
grand pronouncements, so he gave God an 
ultimatum—either he’d find a building to 
house his followers, or he’d leave the state. 
Keene looked at decrepit buildings through-
out the Mississippi Delta, all unsalvageable. 
He tried to contain his search to the South, but 
the Internet led him elsewhere—to the craggy 
shores of Canada’s Atlantic coast. “When this 
building came up in Nova Scotia,” he says, 
“I was like, ‘Wow, now that would make a 
statement.’”

The listing he saw was for a church, decon-
secrated but grand. Daniel and Kimberley 
Reagan buy, restore, and then act as brokers to 
sell structures like this through their company 
TimberhArt Woodworks, dismantling old 
maritime timber-frame buildings and repur-
posing them, usually as homes. In this case, 
if the deal went through, they’d be keeping 
a church a church—selling the All Saints 
Anglican Church in tiny Granville Centre 
to Keene. They invited him to come visit. 

When Keene’s plane landed in Nova Sco-
tia in 2009, he faced a misting rain. “They 
questioned me at the airport. . . . I’m from 
Louisiana, and we come from a long line of 

’shine runners. Keep your mouth shut and 
you don’t say nothing.” The next morning 
he headed west into the Annapolis Valley, 
the province’s richest farmland, guided by 
the Reagans. Keene knew that he would take 
All Saints home when he stepped up into the 
building’s attic and bell tower. “I had a flash-
light, and I was looking at these beams, like, 
‘They’re really gonna sell me this church?’”

Nova Scotia is connected so strongly to its 
colonial roots (Nova Scotia means New 

Scotland) that it was considered all but sacred 
land for American Loyalists who fled to the 
region throughout the Revolutionary War. 
With them came Bishop Charles Inglis, who 
was driven out of New York City by fear and 
sent to Canada to strengthen the Church of 
England’s public standing. When Inglis got 
to Nova Scotia, he started a notable church-
building campaign in his diocese. These 
churches would serve to remind everyone 
within eyesight that “our fervent Prayers 
should ascend to the Almighty for the Pres-
ervation and Prosperity of our Sovereign,” as 
he expressed his Loyalist views in a sermon in 
1780. They were bulwarks against republican-
ism and revolution. They were a method of 
imperial control. They were symbols of faith 
in God and country.  

An Anglican church in the era of Inglis 
took inspiration from a pattern book pub-
lished by the architect James Gibbs. These 
were the guidelines for the denomination’s 
buildings: large windows to the east, towers 

Born Again
 

BY 

LYNDSIE BOURGON
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and spires to the west; a deep chancel and 
altar stood at the center-front, which pews 
would cascade from, toward the doors. Begun 
in 1814, All Saints was ensconced in this 
“Englishness,” a smaller cousin to some of 
the province’s larger churches.  Peter Coff-
man, an architectural historian and professor 
at Carleton University in Ottawa, wrote in a 
paper about All Saints: “If Reverend Keene 
realized the pains Inglis took to make sure his 
churches didn’t look Baptist, I can’t help but 

wonder if he might want his money back.” 
In Inglis’s time, Baptists were worshipping 
in houses and fields, as well as in churches; 
to Baptists, faith was not so strongly con-
nected to the building in which they met 
to pray. Coffman watched as All Saints was 
deconstructed. “When [Keene] looks at this 
[building] and says, ‘This is wonderful, this 
is just the right church for us,’” Coffman 
told me, “he’s showing, frankly, a historical 
ignorance which I think is regrettable.” 

By the time Keene stepped foot in Nova 
Scotia at all, the church’s religious conse-
quence had nearly faded out—a decade prior, 
the valley’s depleted and aging population 
began merging congregations out of necessity. 
All Saints was deconsecrated by the province’s 
Anglican diocese in 2005. (Even before the 
church was officially sold, TimberhArt had 
begun to tear it down—regardless of who 
bought it, if anyone did, the cost of mainte-
nance was too high for the diocese to keep it 

Solemnity, Rodney, Mississippi (2016), by Ashleigh Coleman
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in operation.) Faith has been on the wane in 
Nova Scotia for years. As the province’s rural 
population has migrated into cities, some 
church buildings have sold for as little as 
$1.27 (the original price paid in 1837). It’s 
not only the rural-urban divide that has led 
to the dwindling of worshippers—the An-
glican church here has fielded accusations of 
abuse and misconduct. One minister blames 
hockey games on Sundays for drawing away 
the crowd. What All Saints parishioners be-
moaned is the sadness of an empty church. 
It is the dying, not the building itself, that 
holds much of the emotion.

M
ore than a hundred years before All 
Saints was built, Nova Scotia’s Annapolis 

Valley was the heartland of Acadie—home to 
the Acadians, descendants of French colo-
nists who would be expelled by the British 
and eventually form the basis of Louisiana’s 
Cajun culture. It was Acadian innovation 
that drained nearby marshes through a dike 
system, creating the valley’s rich farmland 
that acted as Loyalist bait. In his epic poem 
about Acadian expulsion, Evangeline, Henry 
Wadsworth Longfellow noted strong Aca-
dian architecture such as “the peasants of 
Normandy built in the reign of the Henries.”

Poking around the All Saints Anglican 
Church was like “opening up a history book 
from the 1800s,” says Kimberley Reagan. 
TimberhArt chipped away at the plaster cov-
ering oak and hemlock beams, which they 
found engraved with Roman numerals, a 
kind of by-the-numbers instruction manual 
carved by timberwrights to aid in construc-
tion. After looking at the beams, they fig-
ured the wood used to build the church was 
refashioned and upcycled from a previous 
structure—that it was even older than the 
cornerstone dated 1814. There were also 
vertical strips of birch bark installed as an air 
barrier against hurricanes, an ancient Tyvek 
along the seams. TimberhArt power-washed 
the frame and debugged it with gas. They 
repaired a structural insecurity, which had 
bent but not broken with age, by splicing 
into it wood of the same type and vintage 
from another building.

In its sale to the South, All Saints followed 
the path of expelled Acadians—Pastor Keene’s 
wife, Amy, is even the descendent of Acadian 
refuge seekers. “But it’s like sending John 
Wilkes Booth memorabilia to the descen-
dents of Abraham Lincoln,” says Coffman. 
The religious dissent that Inglis once saw as 

a clear sign of republicanism had become the 
force giving the building permission to live. 
Baptists saved All Saints. It was reborn. “The 
natural progression, if you think about it,” 
says Keene. “If they started hammering that 
Bible, pretty soon they’d realize that there’s 
only one priest and his name was Jesus.”

Nova Scotians have a reputation, in Can-
ada, for being welcoming, but when Keene 
was in Granville Centre, he didn’t meet the 
Reverend Canon Ken Vaughan, rector of the 
parish of Annapolis and the church official 
who oversaw the church’s deconsecration. 
This, Keene says, was “because [the sale of 
the church] wasn’t a big deal yet.” But some 
community members soon felt that a bastion of 
their community was being sold to the highest 
bidder—it would cost $300,000 to purchase 
the church and move it across the continent. 
The aggrievement was exacerbated when Rev. 
Vaughan erroneously told the community that 
the church was going to replace one destroyed 
by Hurricane Katrina. (Vaughan declined an 
interview, saying: “I am wondering now why 
we would want to reopen all of that again. The 
pain of it here was and continues in living 
memory to be significant.”) 

In Nova Scotia, there is near-constant 
debate surrounding the future of its oldest 
buildings. As one of the first settlements 
in North America, the province is home to 
architecture that has stood longer than Canada 
has been a country. So, whenever a building 
is torn down or moved, panic rises about his-
tory being lost. 

“I feel like I have been here before,” wrote 
Ryan Scranton, a historian with the Annapolis 
Heritage Society, in a five-part blog series 
about All Saints. “Standing on the side of 
the road in Granville Centre and watching as 
an important heritage building is torn to the 
ground. Shaking my head as another piece of 
our heritage landscape is torn from the map.” 
The comments below were scornful, as in: 
“This great evil is the work of the Anglican 
hierarchy. The church deserves the extinction 
towards which it is rushing.” The Annapolis 
Heritage Society proposed to buy the church 
from the parish, saying it would put it to use 
and preserve it, but its offer was ignored. 

K
eene’s initial desire, to move All Saints 
fully intact by water passage and arrange 

a grand arrival, was nixed. “I’m always a day 
late and a dollar short,” he says. “I thought 
we’d put it . . . on a barge and bring it in. It’d 
be huge, awesome.” Instead, All Saints cel-

ebrated its two-hundredth birthday in pieces. 
After it took a long trip on a lowboy truck, 
Keene placed the church from the Nova Scotia 
countryside on his Louisiana clay. 

“This is probably the most stable church in 
Louisiana,” Keene said one day last December, 
sitting in jeans and a plaid shirt inside that 
church in Abita Springs. Keene is goateed 
and has to duck in the office bungalow—on 
the Friday that I visited, he was wearing work 
pants and dusty boots. Later that night, for a 
hayride around town, he wore a black cowboy 
hat. The Northeastern religious aesthetic is 
stereotypically one of buttoned-up fathers 
walking through gray mist to worship and 
forgive in formal settings. Theirs is a faith 
not of shouted affirmations, but of staid con-
templation. “But this is the South. We are 
about Jesus down here,” said Keene, his voice 
trailing off between the now-exposed beams 
that line the slate blue and white clapboard 
walls of the rebuilt church. 

In his entire career, Keene can count on 
three fingers the number of times it has rained 
on a day he has preached. But on that Sunday 
last December, there was a whipping wind 
and dark clouds swirled above the spire of 
the church. Strong coffee was served from a 
percolator in the back, its intensity eased by 
powdered milk. “We’re Baptists—the build-
ing is not the people,” Keene told me. 

In its travels, the shell of All Saints has 
acted as a vessel for a view of faith and wor-
ship—that the building isn’t as important 
as the ritual—both spouted and ignored by 
Baptists and Anglicans alike. “Yes, we all 
could have worshipped in a barn,” says Pe-
ter Coffman. “But the fact is they didn’t, and 
they didn’t because the act of worship was 
considered to be important.” As he asserts in 
his paper, “In Granville Centre, the building 
might be empty of ritual, but it would remain 
full of meaning and historical echoes. In Abita 
Springs, it’s a novelty and an imposter.”

Abita Springs is quiet and in some places 
divine, with oak trees branching like a tun-
nel over the streets, dotted with twinkling 
Christmas lights. During that December 
sermon, Keene spoke of being saved, of em-
bracing change that can only happen on the 
interior when someone—or something—is 
born again. “Nothing changes when we are 
saved,” Keene said. “But inside, all is changed. 
He is saved.” On a Sunday in Abita Springs, 
there is a farmer’s market in the downtown, 
crowded around a bandstand. On Main Street, 
there is Church. ø
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Y
esterday your old daddy was nearly 
a goner.

Let me tell you.
There’s an old song on one of these long-

plays you sent last year for Christmas. “Poke 
Salad Annie, gators got your granny,” some-
thing like that. Well, old Poke Salad Annie 
and her no ’count daddy don’t have a thing to 
eat, so Annie goes out and picks her daddy a 
mess of greens in what they call a poke sack, 
which is I believe how the plant got its name—

Now, that song sounds pretty good com-
ing out of those speakers I put together last 
year. Good sounds! Since your old daddy 
got retired, he has a lot of time to just sit and 
think. I put on the long-plays and watch the 
boats just easing down the river, and I start 
to feel sort of romantic. Like old Ishmael. 
How did old Ishmael put it? “I rejoice in my 
spine.” Whoa. 

Whoa! I get thoroughly philosophical with 
some good sounds, babydoll.

(I know I’m talking your ear off, and I can 
tell I woke you up, but I forget the time dif-
ference, and to tell you the truth, I’m making 
some pretty good progress on my Heinekens, 
here. You can’t fault your old daddy for that.)

But getting back to poke salad: it grows 
down here and people do eat it. You can prob-
ably find it growing wild out in California, 
too. Look it up: P-O-K-E salad. 

Right, like salad.
Well, the water went down in that back lot 

of mine enough so I could get out there in my 
regular shoes to cut the weeds, and I found 
this plant that I know is what they’re calling 
poke salad in that song. Seeing it was Thanks-
giving, I thought, I’m going to treat myself. 
(I’m telling you, I eat just fine down here, 
baby. You don’t have to worry about that.) I 
tossed the leaves in a bowl, sprinkled some 
vinegar. Man. Talk about delicious. It might 
have been the best mess of greens I’ve ever 
consumed. I mean that was an excellent salad.

Then old Charlie knocked on the door to 
bring me a plate of turkey. Now, you must 
think your old daddy is alone out here on the 
river, but Charlie, he’ll deign to come over 
sometimes and shoot the shit with the likes of 
me. He’s the one built that “camp” next door 
with the two-story wharf that thoroughly 
obstructs my peripheral view of the river. 
Charlie was a regional something-or-other for 
British Petroleum, so he did all right.

Anyhow, I was neighborly and offered him 
some of my poke salad. Charlie took one look 
and said, “Nason, you can’t eat that!”

Charlie can be kind of an arrogant outfit. 
Take for example the time he tried to tell me 
division by zero did not result in infinity, 
when you and I and Stephen Hawking all 
know it sure as shit does. Whenever I get 
contrary, Charlie gives me that look, like I’m 
just the local color around here.

So I said, “Buddy, I can and will.”
He said, “Man, that stuff is poison!”
I said, “The hell you say,” and proceeded 

to eat my poke salad.
After Charlie left, I sat down at the com-

puter—
(Did I tell you I got the Internet? The next 

time you come down, it’ll be there for you. I 
have it in mind that one of these days you’ll 
use this place as a base of operations. You don’t 
have to always stay at your granddad’s. You’re 
welcome any time.

Uh hunh.
Uh hunh.
You’re saying Okay, but I know how your 

mind works: Man, I ain’t never going to do 
that. Let me tell you something: one day I saw 
a house leaning sideways, and I thought to 
myself, I’ll never live in a house like that. Five 
years later, I was living in that very house. 
You don’t know what you’ll do.)

Anyway, come to find out Charlie was right. 
I’ve got one word for you, baby: phytolacca-
toxin. You get enough of that and you’re in 
trouble. “Expect convulsions, prostration.” 
Expect prostration! I only had about eight 
leaves, but before long the undersides of my 
feeps was tingling. The undersides of my 
feeps! I was sweating through my clothes, I 
had shortness of breath. I like to not made it 
to the bathroom, if you know what I’m saying.

When I came to, I was prostrate, in the 
dark, on the bathroom floor. I managed to 
sort of cock myself to the side on my knee 
and flip over, but, man, that’s all I had in me. 
I thought, hell, Nason, what have you done 
to yourself now? I looked in the direction of 
the Lord to say my last prayers, and I’ll tell 
you what I saw, baby. Just listen. 

I saw a shaft of moonlight coming in 
through the window over the commode, and 
spinning in that moonlight, I saw a galaxy. 
I’m telling you, a galaxy. Then one of those 
palmetto bugs shot across the light like a god-
damned comet. I heard its wings whir and that 
slap when it hit the wall. 

Ffffttttthhhhhhrrrrrrrrrr-pock! 
And I thought: well, okay.
And that’s what I’m calling to tell you.
You can come down here whenever you 

want, and I’ll be happy to have you, even 
though I know you don’t want to be down 
here when you’re down here. And I don’t 
want you down here out of a sense of duty. 
You got no duty to me. Let me ask you some-
thing. Who were those old boys that walked 
through the flames? 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, that’s 
right. Those old boys walked through fire and 
they survived.

And that’s what I’m calling to tell you. 
I walked through flames, babydoll, and I 

survived. ø

Poke Salad

A STORY BY 

STEPHANIE SOILEAU
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 - 16 - F A L L  2 0 1 6 “Sacred Space, Muckenfus Road,” by Eliot Dudik, from the series Road Ends in Water

I
n 1928, the year my father was born, Her-
bert Hoover completed his tenure as secre-
tary of commerce and was elected president. 

J. Edgar Hoover was director of the Bureau of 
Investigation, which he would help turn into 
the FBI seven years later. It seemed a good 
time to bestow the name “Hoover” on a son 
for whom you had great hopes. But when the 
reckless abandon of the Roaring Twenties came 

to a screeching halt on the chasm of economic 
collapse, “Hoover” rapidly lost its currency as 
a name. The presidential Hoover, Herbert, was 
the man in charge as the nation sunk eyeball 
deep into the most miserable years of the Great 
Depression. The other Hoover, J. Edgar, used 
and abused the law to the furthest extent of 
his eccentric will for almost fifty years. These 
were poor namesakes; “Hoover” was not an 
auspicious star under which to begin.

James Hoover Lanham, however, was 
my father. There were other names people 
called him: “James,” “James H.,” “Trap,” 
“Ish,” “Big Chief,” “Daddy.” According to 
my grandmother, whom we called Mamatha, 
her Hoover was something of a prodigy, sit-
ting in his teacher-father’s classroom at Bettis 
Academy among much older children. Her 
son must have been a sponge, soaking up ev-
erything he could from schoolbooks and at 
my grandfather’s side. From childhood on, he 
read, ciphered, and studied his way into join-
ing the best, brightest, and boldest that black 
Edgefield, South Carolina, had to offer. As 
World War II ended and he neared manhood, 
at seventeen, an optimistic Hoover headed to 

Claflin College in Orangeburg to get a degree 
and make his own way forward.

Then another war broke out. The threat of 
a former ally’s Communist ideology, a “red 
scare,” led to the Korean Conflict. Hoover 
was done with college and had to go. But a 
technicality took him away from the battle 
lines and sent him to Europe instead. 

There are a few pictures of Hoover in Ger-
many. Relieved of the horrors his father had 
seen in the trenches of France during World 
War I, but also of the responsibilities of his 
family farm in Edgefield, he was released to 
become the man his buddies called “Ish.” I 
love the photos that show him smiling in the 
middle of some good time. In one he’s on ski 
patrol, a black man in the white snow. The 
wide grin on his face matches the powder he’s 
posed against, ready to take off on some mis-
sion—it looks more like fun than duty to me. 
Another picture shows him locked in a card 
game. There’s a cigarette hanging onto a half-
cocked smile that gives away what must have 
been a nice hand and an even better time. I can 
almost hear him chuckling at the prospect of 
the winning bet.

A Good  
Name

BY 

J. DREW LANHAM
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Where did all of that free-flowing laughter 
go? I suppose the responsibilities waiting for 
Ish back home, once the pretty Fräuleins dis-
appeared and farming and family became the 
priority, took some of that away. Life turned 
a corner. An ailing father and an increasingly 
dependent mother meant he was Hoover again.

M
ost of Edgefield County, South Caro-
lina, is rural. Trees are everywhere, a sign 

that there’s still a priority set on pines over 
pavement. Significant portions of the Sumter 
National Forest’s Long Cane Ranger District 
lie within the county, making wildness ac-
cessible to those craving an escape from the 
persistently sprawling suburbia of nearby 
Augusta, Georgia. Farming and forestry pro-
vide successional diversity within the tree-
dominated sea. I grew up in the southwestern 
frontier near North Augusta, on a ragged, two-
hundred-acre family farm where we raised 
our own beef, grew our own vegetables, and 
drew our water out of cool, sweet springs. 
From heaven—or from a high-flying hawk’s 
viewpoint—I imagine that the plowed fields, 
pastures, and humble houses looked like a hole 
punched into the expanse of green. That gap 
in the wildness was our Home Place.

When he returned from Europe to Edge-
field, Hoover worked hard to nurture the 
Home Place. In the midst of all the labor it 
took to make farm and family work: Rosa Parks 
took a seat and helped start a movement. Martin 
Luther King Jr. marched and was martyred. A 
president named Kennedy was assassinated, 
then his younger brother was gunned down. 
El-Hajj Malik el-Shabazz was gunned down, 
too. A revolution was in full effect and it boiled 
into a cauldron of war in Vietnam. The world 
must have seemed in utter turmoil again—but 
Hoover persisted and even flourished. He be-
gan a career, married, started a family, and did 
his part to earn full rights as an American who 
happened to be black. He made a name that 
anyone who met him wouldn’t ever forget.

I think about all of this when I imagine 
who James Hoover Lanham was—and who 
he became. To me, Hoover was everyman: 
teacher, coach, mechanic, plumber, cattle-
man, farmer, lumberjack, husband, brother, 
son—but mostly father. He had to be all those 
things because our survival depended on the 
plowing, cutting, feeding, loading, and fixing 
that made things go and grow.

“Hoover” comes from the German word 
Huber, and means landowner or prosperous 
small farmer. In this my father fulfilled his 

name in ways Herbert and J. Edgar did not. The 
Home Place was James Hoover’s country. The 
forests, fields, and creeks were his providences 
to protect. Crop failures and bottomland floods 
were no less a challenge when scaled down 
to two hundred acres than the national crises 
of dust bowls and Mississippi River floods 
were to any president. My father’s courage and 
leadership in the efforts to fence things up or 
make straight furrows meant everything for 
us. He seldom failed.

As soon as I was able I became a sticky 
shadow, following Hoover when he would 
allow it, wishing I could go when he wouldn’t. 
When he worked, I watched. When he asked, 
I assisted. On cold nights when the pipes froze 
and the water stopped flowing, I’d tote the 
tools or hold the flashlight while Daddy dug 
through the mud to find the leak that drained 
the pressure. I stood watching in bone-shiver-
ing awe as he worked through the discomfort 
of wet and cold without complaint. 

I saw Daddy as some sort of superhuman be-
ing. He was a giant, tossing heavy bales of hay 
like toy blocks and wrestling bawling calves to 
the ground like they were running backs. In 
the woods he was a burly brown Paul Bunyan 
wielding growling chain saws, sharp axes, and 
heavy mauls like they were extensions of his 
own arms. He’d cut and saw and chop, yelling 
Timberrrrrrrr! as mighty oaks crashed to the 
ground. He’d sweat through his clothes in the 
deep February chill like it was mid-August. 
In warm weather the water would run off his 
brow in salty streams as he shredded the earth 
into ribbons behind his John Deere 420 tractor. 
He sat astride that snorting green metal beast 
as if it were a monstrous draft horse, urging it 
on with throttle and reining it in with clutch 
and brake. Sometimes, when the plow mired 
in the stubborn clay, the four-wheeled steed 
would protest and rear up dangerously on its 
big hind tires. Hoover would sit in the saddle, 
calm and in total control of an unruly machine 
that was a notorious farmer killer. No one else 
could handle the tractor like he did. Hardly 
anyone else was ever allowed to try. The only 
time I got to ride was when I was a little boy 
and he’d hoist me up to sit in his lap to steer. 

T
here was more to Hoover than the physi-
cal. He threw arcane quotes around like 

chunks of wood. He loved Beowulf and knew 
enough German to sound like he’d made good 
use of his years in the military. The guttural 
tongue came naturally to him, and I’d try to 
imitate it at school to impress ten-year-olds 

who didn’t know any better. An auf Wieder-
sehen dropped here or a guten Tag sprinkled 
there made me sound worldly. Being an Edge-
field country boy in sophisticated suburban 
Aiken, I needed all the help I could get.

In our house—brick ranch, tinted some-
where between orange and red, the hue of sun-
faded clay—you were likely to hear the words 
“igneous,” “rift,” and “inclusion” mixed in 
with conversations about cows and classroom 
behavior. Rocks and minerals collected from 
near and far were visible almost everywhere. 
My father was constantly gathering “speci-
mens”: quartz, feldspar, mica, schist, and other 
old things with odd names. He would morph 
into a geologist and explain how the newest 
find came to be millions of years ago, and how 
it had settled where it would later be found. 
A collection of fossils, arrowheads, and other 
artifacts that he’d collected made the house a 
museum. From time to time he pulled out a 
mysterious little sack that was supposed to 
hold a precious jewel mined on one of his 
expeditions. We all hoped it would be cashed 
in one day to make us rich, kind of like we were 
the Beverly Hillbillies—but black.

At a hefty six feet two, Hoover was an im-
posing presence. His stature, booming voice, 
and take-no-shit attitude were necessary to 
deal with the seventh- and eighth-graders he 
taught daily in his earth sciences classes. For 
an unruly herd of hormonally confused kids, 
a certain intensity is required. The sharpened 
edge of his attitude was also probably essen-
tial, given the resentful peers and constant 
bouts of bias he faced as one of the few black 
men teaching in Aiken County, with a level 
of education that surpassed that of many of 
the white people he called peers.

Sometimes the intensity followed Daddy 
home. When it did, it would turn into a dark-
er, deep-brooding emotion that could boil 
over into fits of fussing—or worse. I don’t 
remember curse words being thrown about, 
but whippings could come at the other end 
of a transgression deemed worthy of a belt 
or switch. Whoever dared step over Hoover’s 
firmly established line was quickly renamed: 
a “fool,” a “bastard,” or someone who “didn’t 
have the sense they were born with.” It didn’t 
matter who the offender was. It could be an 
unruly student tossing spitballs or a dawdling 
driver improperly signaling a turn. It could be 
an uncooperative cow that refused to be cor-
ralled or one of us kids spilling a drink. Almost 
always there was a “Grief!” (no “good” came 
with it). I learned at an early age to circumvent 
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the fussing and avoid the whippings at any 
cost. Mamatha advised me to work hardest at 
obeying her son Hoover. Obedience, she said, 
would merit his favor and soothe his wrath. 
It was a sure way to heaven, too. I sought ev-
ery opportunity to be the obedient son, with 
pleasing my father an ever-present priority. 
Our mother seldom raised her voice above the 
level of a hissing pressure cooker. She listened 
patiently to many a fuss and often seemed to 
be a calming influence—the perfect counter 
for when Hoover’s temper took over. 

I’d like to think Hoover was mostly happy 
as our father. Sometimes you could hear it. 
His laughter was a bass drum rolling. It beat 
hard when a bream took the bobber under 
or the collies herded the cows without com-
mand. Sometimes you could see it. His bright, 
crooked smile was a full moon shining. Our 
little sister Jennifer, born late in the parenting 
schedule, made him grin frequently. He doted 
on her endlessly for the near decade that he 
knew her. The way I tried to make the drum 
roll and the moon shine was to have Hoover’s 
good name mirrored in all that I did. For oth-
ers to say “That’s Hoover Lanham’s son” was 
praise worth more than almost anything to 

me. But in his last few years, the laughs were 
too few and too far between. Maybe none of 
us laughs enough. 

Daddy died in April 1981. Back then, the 
spring mornings were full of gobbling tur-
keys and barking foxes. The month he left the 
Home Place for the last time was a season of 
gentle rains that recharged the aquifers that 
fed the Home Place spring but somehow still 
left an unrecoverable emptiness.

O
ne night when I was thirteen or four-
teen, Daddy was working late to repair 

the brakes on our ’65 Ford Fairlane. There’s 
always an infinite supply of work to do on 
a farm and a finite measure of money with 
which to do it. Sometimes the cars had to go 
to a mechanic to get repaired but usually not 
before Hoover did his best to find a lower-cost 
solution. Daddy lay on the cold ground un-
derneath the car, with disassembled auto parts 
splayed around him. I stood there holding a 
work lamp, ready to hand him whatever tool 
he asked for. It was like assisting a surgeon. 
He’d say “9/16-inch open end” and I’d rum-
mage through the junky toolbox as quickly as 
I could to meet the demand. It made me feel 

useful and good to help.
As always, Daddy worked hard but that 

night it felt like nothing was going right—time 
after time, something that he had assembled 
had to be taken apart or readjusted. I could feel 
his frustration growing and knew there were 
other things weighing on him that he’d never 
speak of. In the shadows and coolness of the 
evening, where it seemed nearly impossible 
to me that anyone would be able to put back 
together what lay apart around us, I wanted to 
help with more than the proper tool. I wanted 
desperately to tell Daddy not to worry, that 
whatever lay scattered elsewhere, everything 
would be okay. I wanted to tell him that I 
wouldn’t let him down. I wanted to tell him 
that I loved him. But I didn’t—I never did. 
We worked on in silence, like always, saying 
only what was necessary to get the next thing 
done. There was just the metallic clinking of 
the tools and what I wished I’d had the cour-
age to say hanging somewhere in the night. ø

Adapted from an excerpt of The Home Place:  

Memoirs of a Colored Man’s Love Affair with Nature 

by J. Drew Lanham, to be published by Milkweed 

Editions in September 2016.
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I 
arrive at the SeaShell Motel in Naples 
around midnight. After an unexpected 
credit-shaming at the Budget rental car 

counter in the Fort Lauderdale airport, I’ve 
hauled ass through the Big Cypress Swamp 
in a downpour, enduring a static-ridden 
NPR station and the onset of McDonald’s 
farts, to find my late check-in instructions 
aggressively taped to the office door, as if by 
somebody familiar with Saran-wrapping frat 
boys to pine trees. I push open the door to my 
room, recalling one Travelocity commenter’s 
description of the place: scary at first. But 
it’s not scary at all; the room is spacious and 
clean. It’s just that a security light shines 
in the window like the angel of death all 
night, making it impossible to sleep with-
out suffocating your face with pillows that 
another Travelocity commenter accurately 
described as flat.

In the morning, the receptionist asks, “Did 
you get your envelope okay? I was so scared 
it would fall off.” Rather, she yells this to 
me over an Eastern European couple who are 
fighting about a botched room reservation, a 
situation that turns out to be of the husband’s 
own doing, much like his unbuttoned floral 
shirt and plaid swim trunks combo. They 
may be the type of people who go on a beach 
vacation but never leave the motel pool. Not 
like myself—I’ve come on a beach vacation to 
hang out with plant nerds at the International 
Plumeria Conference.

Plumeria, also known as frangipani, is a 
tropical flowering tree most people associate 
with Hawaiian leis. The fragrant flowers usu-
ally have five petals, and, in the wild, most 
species of plumeria have white blooms with 
a yellow center. In nurseries and backyards, 
though, flowers of the species Plumeria 

rubra vary in color, size, and scent, with 
growers giving them fanciful names such as 
Fruit Salad and Vera Cruz Rose. A catalog of 
blooms—the industry leader is Jungle Jack’s 
out of San Diego County—might sound like 
a strip club roster if heard out of context: Es-
sence, Temptation, Fantasia, Xquisite, Mys-
tique. The plants are native to Mexico, South 
America, and the Caribbean, and weren’t 
brought to Hawaii until the 1860s, about two 
hundred years after they were first classified 
by the French botanist Charles Plumier, the 
original plumeria addict.

The Plumeria Society of America was 
founded in Houston in 1979 by three women 
who aimed to spread interest in the plant, 
then familiar only to those who’d vacationed 
in Hawaii. One of the women was a famous 
singer named Nancy Ames, but it was an-
other, Elizabeth Thornton, the Queen of 
Plumeria, who was known for her breathtak-
ing hybrids like Texas Aggie and Thornton’s 
Lemon Drop. 

Plumeria rubra alone now consists of 
close to four thousand cultivars (when PSA 
registration began in 1989 there were just 
fifty-one). Celadine is commonplace in many 
cemeteries, hence its nickname: Graveyard 
Yellow. There is no such thing as a blue plu-
meria, or a green or a black, though people 
keep buying color frauds on Amazon and 
eBay. Depending on whom you ask, there are 
now legit purples: the Metallica, the Purple 
Jack. There are reds that turn almost black in 
intense, scorching heat: Black Widow, Black 
Tiger. There is a bloom called Plum Crazy, a 
deep purple and red with upturned edges and 
slithery, eel-like veins, devastatingly beau-
tiful. In the mid-aughts famed grower Jim 
Little released a vibrant orange-gold plumeria 
in honor of Don Ho. It is said that Thornton, 
a University of Texas grad, spent her lifetime 
hoping to cultivate a burnt-orange bloom 
from seed, but she never did.

While researching her best seller The 
Orchid Thief, Susan Orlean came upon plu-
merias in South Florida but didn’t know 
them by name: “Along the path there were 
enormous tropical trees with pimply bark 
and flowers the color of bubble gum, the 
kind of trees you would draw in a tropical 
cartoon.” Trees for perpetual adolescence. 
Trees for people like me. 

T he International Plumeria Conference 
takes place every ten years. The last time 

it was held—the inaugural convention, in 

Galveston—I was twenty-five and my ex-
perience with houseplants ran toward half-
dead crotons and dank nightstand weed. My 
dad got me into plumeria. He’s an old surfer 
with a dozen trees in Satellite Beach, Florida, 
including a light pink bloom that he keeps 
calling Surfqueeny after my first AOL screen 
name. The Plumeria Society of America 
would identify it as a NOID—pronounced 
like the Domino’s mascot of yore and simply 
meaning “no ID,” origin unknown. Dad gave 
me a Kauka Wilder variety when I left grad 
school in North Carolina for New Orleans 
nine years ago. I did just about everything 
to kill it. The plant didn’t bloom until it was 
ten feet tall—the flower like a pop star’s fake 
nails, with long, narrow petals in hues of 
bright yellow and fuchsia—an umbrella with 
a clunky nine-foot handle. These days I have 
eight plumerias and I consider myself fairly 
obsessed, which is why I’m here in South 
Florida this May weekend: to convene with 
the especially obsessed.

Outside the motel, the morning sun en-
croaches on the putty-colored downtown 
drag. It’s 8 A.M. sharp and already so muggy 
that sweat dampens my suggested hat and 
suggested comfortable shoes as I walk to-
ward the mob waiting for a bus at the Naples 
Botanical Garden to take us down to Florida 
Colors Nursery in Homestead, home to more 
than one thousand plumerias.

I check in at a folding table, where a tall, 
handsome woman in a plumeria-print aloha 
shirt and starched khakis greets me. “Hetty,” 
she says, by way of introduction. She has the 
side-parted, straight blond hairdo of a Gleam-
ing the Cube–era Tony Hawk. Tucked behind 
her ear is a large red plumeria, worn to the left 
to show that she’s married. “Where are you 
from?” Hetty asks, sounding less curious than 
suspicious. She curates the botanical garden’s 
five-hundred-deep plumeria collection and 
helped put together this year’s conference.

“New Orleans,” I tell her. “But originally 
from Florida.”

“Nobody is really from Florida.”
“I’m a sixth-generation Floridian.”
At this impasse, Hetty walks away to greet 

the others. Lots of retirees are here, and more 
middle-aged people than I expected, all of 
them strapped into fanny packs and back-
packs and bulky camera bags. Some sport 
raccoon-eyed sunburns; others have the type 
of doughy white skin that yearns to be pre-
treated with calamine for the various rashes 
it will soon acquire.

Plum Crazy
 

BY 

GWENDOLYN KNAPP
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On the bus, I take a seat behind a Thornton 
disciple named Emerson Willis, an old guy 
rocking a straw hat and an enormous gold 
plumeria on a chain of Mr. T–level propor-
tions. His wife, Nancy, wears a perfect black 
bouffant. Emerson has a flower named after 
him called the Mr. Ambassador; he’s pretty 
much the Johnny Appleseed of frangipani. 
The Willises are from LaPorte, Texas, but 
they travel around America in a twenty-
nine-foot RV with a painting of a plumeria 
on the side, spreading seeds and cuttings. 
Emerson has planted trees from California to 
the very southern end of A1A in Key West, 
at a KFC/Taco Bell. He goes down there every 
spring to check on it. “They keep planting 
gumbo limbo next to it,” he complains. “You 
don’t want gumbo limbo growing around 
anything.” 

Another Texan, a retiree named Virginia, 
takes the seat next to mine. She’s into Grove 
Farm, a Hawaiian bloom known for its intense 
smell of rose and nutmeg. I tell her I have a 
San Germain, also known for its smell, that 
of honeysuckle. She pulls up some photos 
of her house in the country, her plumerias, 
her vegetable garden.

You can’t turn up at a conference like this 
and start showing off pictures of your Ce-
ladine without provoking some serious eye 
rolls from the elders, but that’s what I do. 

“They call that Common Yellow,” Vir-
ginia says.

“Yeah,” I say. I also show her my Can-
dy Stripe and a hot pink NOID that first 
bloomed for me last year, but she’s not sure 
what it is, just common pink, or hot pink, or 
maybe something better, maybe a registered 
plant. She taps Emerson on the shoulder. 

“What do you think this is?”
“I’m not sure,” Mr. Ambassador says af-

ter examining it for a minute. “You always 
want to get registered plants. That way you’ll 
know.”

Out the window, Royal Poinciana trees 
and gators fly on past, but most everybody 
is on a phone, flaunting their tropical plants 
to seatmates bedecked in all manner of ap-
posite flair: plumeria shirts, plumeria pins 
and barrettes, plumeria tattoos. From the 
front of the bus, Hetty announces over a 
microphone that it’s time for a raffle. She 
has a number of items to give away, but in 
the world of plumeria freaks there is only 
one prize—a good cutting. The easiest way 
to add a new plumeria to your collection is 
by chopping a limb off an existing one and 

rooting it. It’s also the reason there is so much 
theft involved with these plants; people will 
just roll up in front of houses and get to 
hacking. In his book Growing Plumerias in 
Hawaii and Around the World, Jim Little 
writes that Hawaiian farm producers suffered 
$11.4 million in agricultural theft back in 
2004. Hundreds of cultivars and thousands 
of plumeria enthusiasts have emerged in the 
years since.

Hetty gives out a few mystery cuttings and 
some seeds. Virginia’s raffle ticket number is 
called, and she wins a bottle of Bath & Body 
Works plumeria-scented lotion. She squirts 
a little into her palm and sniffs. Everyone 
gets a swag bag: canvas IPC totes filled with 
mixed seeds, a schedule and lanyard, a water 
bottle and clip-on mini fan, the new volume 
of the Jungle Jack’s catalog—“a fourteen dol-
lar value,” she informs us—and, for some, 
an IPC shirt.

“Now who didn’t get a shirt in their bag?” 
she asks over the mic.

I raise my hand. Apparently I’m the only 
one. 

“Did you sign up for the shirt online?”
“I don’t know,” I say. “No.”
“Well, that’s why you didn’t get a shirt.”
I don’t bring up the fact that under the 

registration Web page, the conference fee is 
said to include, bullet point: IPC polo shirt 
(purchase additional shirts for $20, add $2.50 
for XXL).

Later, in line for our barbecue lunch on 
the nursery grounds, a hand reaches out and 
grabs me. It’s an older woman with a cane I 
haven’t met yet. She doesn’t introduce her-
self. She just says, “You should get your 
shirt.” She tells me it is, in fact, included 
in registration and “if you don’t want it, 
I’ll take it.”

T
he Naples Botanical Garden is 170 acres, 
every one gorgeous. The entry opens up 

into a lush jungle of plants that would make 
an ideal set for a velociraptor scene in Jurassic 
Park. Toward the conference room there’s 
an entire courtyard of shaded orchids and 
fountains that’s flooded with selfie-takers on 
the regular. There are succulents and ferns 
that look like intricate Alexander McQueen 
gowns, and there are the Plumeria Hills off 
in the scorching sun, where plumerias like 
to be.

The second morning of the conference, 
we’re supposed to tour the grounds for three 
hours, but even though nobody has checked 

Weather In Motion courtesy of the confer-
ence room’s free Wi-Fi, it’s evident the sky 
is turning root-rot black to the west of us. 
A handful of attendees, be they obese or 
just plagued with bad hips, set off toward 
the dense foliage on people-movers with 
speeds topping out at three miles an hour. 
It’s all very foreboding.

Virginia mounts a people-mover because 
she just had knee surgery four months ago 
and the trip to Florida Colors yesterday really 
took it out of her. We get through the Asian 
Garden and past some prehistorically huge 
birds-of-paradise, arriving at the Hills as a 
band of rain finally hits us, coming down 
hard enough to skin a cat. I’m safe in the 
trusty raincoat that gets me through every 
Jazz Fest, but Virginia has brought no rain 
protection at all. Her dress is soaked, her hair 
and camera soaked, even her hiking boots 
look like they’re turning into soggy paper 
bags. A golf cart bearing other ill-prepared 
evacuees comes racing up. “Hop on,” the 
driver tells Virginia, who asks me, very 
kindly, if I’ll man her machine back to the 
conference room. “Sure,” I say, staring at the 
drenched seat. I putter along the path but get 
lost on the way. There’s nothing more unsexy 
than being thirty-five, single, and driving a 
people-mover through a thunderstorm with 
water creeping under your raincoat, inundat-
ing your underwear. Eventually I roll up to 
the Caribbean Gardens, where several people 
have taken shelter in a little open-air house. 
They look at me like I’m insane.

A Hawaiian DNA expert is soaked to the 
bone and silently seething by a tree covered 
in more spikes than Rob Halford. A French 
woman is playing steel drums while her 
partner takes in several plumeria species 
native to the Caribbean just beyond the little 
house. When the rain lets up, we all make a 
run for it, and I abandon the people-mover 
at the hut. 

“We’d like to thank the Fogg Café for 
supplying these dish towels for all of us to 
dry off with,” says our emcee, Mike, as we 
reconvene a half-hour later.

When a slide show of recently deceased 
members of the PSA starts up, I kind of 
shiver—maybe from soggy-bottomed hy-
pothermia after the people-mover experi-
ence, or just the general feeling of being a 
total outsider in a room of openly weeping 
people. Turns out plumeria enthusiasts are a 
close-knit group. They take trips together, to 
Bali and Hawaii; chat daily via online forums; 
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and many of them have plumeria collections 
with multiple hundreds of cultivars. If I’m 
able to successfully root my new cuttings 
when I get back home, I will have twelve 
plumerias—but there is a good chance they’ll 
perish. My murder rate is about fifty percent. 
My preferred method: overwatering. 

V
irginia introduces me to Terry on day 
three. Clad in snakeskin boots and a ten-

gallon hat, he says that back home women 
call him the Plumeria Cowboy. With glasses 
on, he looks intensely pensive, but in con-
versation he keeps telling people, “You can’t 
use them big words with me now, boy, I’m 
from Texas.” The sun is back today so we 
resume our tour of the Botanical Garden. 
Despite the getup, Terry seems comfortably 
free of perspiration, whereas I can only be 
described by his spot-on commentary: “Boy. 
You sure know how to sweat.”

I never catch what Terry does for an actual 
profession, but he likes to weld horseshoes 
into folk art. He shows us his horseshoe 
boot racks, horseshoe crosses, horseshoe 
crosses that spell out AMAZING GRACE. He’s 
really into God. He tells us he didn’t think 
he was going to make it to the IPC and it is 
by the grace of God that he’s here. “I was 
in church, and I asked God to give me the 
money to get to the conference,” he tells me. 
“Not an hour later, a lady at church handed 
me one thousand dollars.”  

Terry says he does a lot of the PSA plant 
sales around Houston. He has the good 
ones—Mardi Gras, Aztec Gold, Raspberry 
Sundae, the Penang Peach.

The hills are alive with the sound of plu-
meria freaks saying I have five of these, and 
let me tell you, they’re the gift that keeps on 
giving, or I tried to root this one and it rotted 
on me. Irish Spring soap is strung from the 
trees, which Hetty tells us is to prevent deer 
from eating the flowers. Apparently plu-
meria are very tasty to certain animals, the 
American bulldog, for instance. “Mine used 
to eat the whole dang plant,” Terry says. 
Plumeria’s many known enemies include 
wild hogs, fungi, spider mites, and borer 
beetles. In Australia, there’s an endangered 
turkey that’s known to dig up and shred the 
plants to make its enormous sexing heaps. 

Dennis, an Aussie grower who pronounc-
es flowers flarers, has brought us all twirl-
ers, a contraption he’s invented consisting 
of fishing line glued to a tiny toothpick-
size stick, which various people on the hill 

are now using to feel up the insides of the 
flowers, thereby encouraging the anthers 
to drop their pollen and produce a seed-
pod. This is called hand-pollination, and 
it can create new types of plumeria, since 
seeds aren’t always true to the mother plant. 
Cross-pollination is the surest bet for a new 
type of bloom, but it requires a scalpel and 
a surgical method first discovered in the 
1950s by hybridization pioneer Bill Mor-
agne, who named dozens of cultivars in 
honor of his family: the Cyndi Moragne, 
the Edi Moragne, and the crowd-pleasing 
Jeannie Moragne.

There are trees out here with seedpods 
already on them, which is something to be-
hold—they resemble giant glossy beans or 
overripe bananas or anorexic eggplants con-
joined at the tip. In the end, though, they all 
dry out and turn the same crispy brown like 
a giant dead roach that splits open to reveal a 
bunch of smaller roachlike seeds inside. It’s 
kind of gross, but seedlings are the only way 
to get a new, undiscovered bloom.

 “Let’s talk about seeds,” Mike, the em-
cee, says when we reconvene after lunch. 
“What’s the best way to store them?”

“Prescription bottle!” the audience an-
swers.

“Yes, we have a lot of those around, don’t 
we?” 

I 
notice a few other attendees like me—
people not in the PSA, interlopers, curious 

neophytes who have never grown from seed, 
who have no business even dreaming about 
discovering new cultivars. On Saturday, 
one woman interrupts a discussion about 
propagation methods and says, “Hey, sorry, 
newbie here. What do you mean by inflo?” 
The audience collectively gasps.

“It’s short for inflorescence,” Mike clari-
fies. “It’s the flowering part of the plant. 
Where you get the flower clusters.”

The IPC is divided into five or six lectures 
a day covering topics such as industry trends 
(dwarf hybrids and grafted plants are hot), 
plumeria DNA and biology, and how to reg-
ister a new cultivar with the PSA. There are 
lei-making workshops and grafting demos—
in which rootstock and scions are stitched 
together with sewing pins, rubber bands, 
and tape, like some sort of voodoo doll. 

It’s all a bit exhausting, and some topics 
verge on the depressing: One lecturer admits 
to having killed hundreds of cuttings in his 
quest to grow tropical plants in Kansas. An 

owner of Jungle Jack’s, regarded as the most 
successful commercial nursery in America, 
recounts the time the USDA destroyed sev-
enteen thousand cuttings he’d shipped in 
from Thailand. Turns out this beautiful, 
buoyant flower can hit the lows, too. In the 
essay “Letter from Paradise, 21° 19' N., 157° 
52' W.,” Joan Didion writes of a visit to the 
National Memorial Cemetery of the Pacific: 
“One afternoon a couple came and left three 
plumeria leis on the grave of a California boy 
who had been killed, at nineteen, in 1945. 
The leis were already wilting by the time 
the woman finally placed them on the grave, 
because for a long time she only stood there 
and twisted them in her hands.” 

The IPC luau on the final evening perks 
me up. We are all adorned in our finest flip-
flops and aloha shirts. We wear our Celadine 
leis. We eat from a buffet and drink from 
an overpriced cash bar. There is pineapple 
upside-down cake, another raffle, and an 
auction. A blackish red flower from Thai-
land pulls in $250. A new rainbow bloom, 
Hypnotic, goes for $275. A table over, I hear 
the Jungle Jack’s guy declare, “Orchids are 
over. Orchids are done.” He says plumeria 
could be the next bromeliad, which had a 
moment in the 1980s, much like Wham! 
enjoyed. Plumeria is already big in Japan, 
and the Dutch are catching on.  

When it’s dark out, we’re ushered out-
side onto the lawn for a performance, but 
the hula dancers have trouble with the PA. 
The women are invited to hula, then the 
men. “You can’t dance in cowboy boots,” 
Terry grumbles, though I think he’s actu-
ally excited. He heads toward the back and 
makes a big giggly ordeal of learning the 
dance. I have Virginia sign my IPC sched-
ule like it’s a yearbook. Terry gives me a 
cutting of Miami Rose, a leathery pink 
bloom that smells remarkably similar to 
suntan lotion. I can’t promise that I will 
or won’t kill it, but I take it with me and 
resolve to do my best.

There are some things a plumeria confer-
ence can’t cover. The scent of San Germain 
wafting from your front porch on a summer 
night. The gunk of a rotted cutting between 
your fingers, that black mushy death. The 
heartache when a small plant comes crashing 
off your stoop in a heavy rain. The terror of 
a landlord with a hose. The joy of an inflo 
bursting up like a solid fist. The pleasure in 
learning that the plumeria, like the plumeria 
addict, should be left to her own devices. ø 
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I
f you believe that frogs have personali-
ties, then think of the dusky gopher frog 
as a diva with a death wish. “They’ve 

got a very stoic, proud look to them,” John 
Tupy tells me as we walk along the bank of 
Glen’s Pond amid the skinny longleaf pines 
of rural south Mississippi. “They’re kind of 
the king of the frogs, at least in their realm. 
I mean, there’s no bigger, louder frog that 
would come to these wetlands.”

During the winter breeding season, 
Tupy comes here to count, tag, and moni-
tor the frogs nearly every day, plus most 
nights when it rains—the frogs’ favored 
mate-seeking conditions. What started as 
research for his master’s degree became a 
lifestyle, one he didn’t want to abandon 
after he graduated from Western Carolina 
University in 2012. So he didn’t. When I 
visited in January 2016, Tupy, dressed in 
tan cargo pants and a sweater that seemed 
too stylish for tromping around a timber, 
was in his eighth year on the job. 

Tupy does an unsettling frog impres-
sion—not just the deep snore of the dusky 
gopher, but also the purr of the southern 
chorus frog, and others, too, self-taught 
from a CD of calls that he used to play in 
the car, forcing his wife to listen along. Their 
daughter was born in late February of last 
year—“right in the thick of a massive gopher 
frog breeding event,” he says with a laugh. 
“And that was the only breeding event I had 
missed since I started working.” Tupy has 
seen his share of dying events, too, like the 
time he walked into the lab to find nearly all 
of his lab-grown tadpoles belly-up, victims 
of some imperceptible poison in the water. 

The only full-grown gopher frogs I see 
while visiting Tupy are extraordinarily 

dead. Back at the lab, he shows me a speci-
men, grayish-green, floating in a small jar 
of formaldehyde. He opens a freezer, pulls 
another frog from a plastic bag, and has me 
feel its skin, rough and warty. I remember 
reading how, in the wild, those warts squirt 
out a foul-tasting toxin that deters predators. 

The dusky gopher frog is not an easy 
creature to love.

To me, this pompous, gray, quasi-poison-
ous, wart-faced amphibian has one redeem-
ing feature, and it’s one I find heartbreaking: 
When the dusky gopher frog senses danger, 
it covers its eyes with its hands.

The pond where Glen Johnson first dis-
covered the frog breeding event thirty 

years ago is now named after him, but he 
refuses to call it “Glen’s Pond” like everyone 
else does. That would be self-indulgent. 
He was simply there at the right place and 
time, Johnson tells me, his voice husky, his 
keel maddeningly even. “It was not that big 
of a deal.” In his late sixties, with a silver 
mustache and hair kept tightly trimmed, 
the savior of the dusky gopher frog is not 
quite at peace with the saga he set in motion 
so long ago.

Johnson was a research technician for the 
Forest Service, studying wood decay and 
termites. His interest in reptiles and am-
phibians was strictly extracurricular. Back 
in 1986, Johnson, his brother, and some 
friends had assembled the South Missis-
sippi Herpetological Society. Johnson had 
been fascinated by reptiles since childhood, 
snakes especially. He knew almost noth-
ing about amphibians, but when another 
member of the club secured a grant from 
the Mississippi Museum of Natural Science 
in Jackson, the group suddenly had a mis-
sion: to determine the status of the dusky 
gopher frog.

No one had reported seeing the species for 
more than a decade. The gopher frog lays eggs 
only in ephemeral ponds, the fickle, elevated 
type that dry up and refill throughout the 
year. For all anyone knew, appropriate habitat 
had been eliminated to accommodate high-
ways or cattle farms, which gravitate to the 
same high ground where ephemeral ponds 
appear. But maybe not.

On nights after a heavy rain, when male 
frogs are most vocal, singing their throaty 
mating song, members of the herp society 
would pick a pond to drive around slowly 
and listen. In 1988, Johnson parked on the 

side of the road near a pond in the De Soto 
National Forest; a scientist from the mu-
seum and a colleague at the Forest Service 
had both mentioned the location to him. 
Johnson sat in his truck, trying to detect the 
gopher frog’s mating call beneath the buzz 
of insects and other frogs’ croaks. Nothing. 
He got out and padded through the weeds 
to the edge of the water. He waited a few 
minutes. And then he heard it: the long, 
sonorous trill of the dusky gopher frog. 
Not just a single call, but a chorus—this 
was a successful breeding population. “So 
that was kind of a thrill,” Johnson says, 
smiling at the memory. These days, that 
high has sunk, slightly, into some other 
feeling. With any sensitive ecosystem, med-
dling—even the good-hearted, frog-saving 
kind—has its consequences. And Johnson, 
for all his understated pride and gopher-frog 
cred, has something to admit: “I probably 
shouldn’t say this, but it seems like an in-
ordinate amount of money and time and 
effort has been spent on the frog. And you 
gotta wonder—has it all been worth it?”

 

P riority level five: high degree of threat, 
low potential for recovery. That’s how 

Linda LaClaire, a mild-mannered biologist 
for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, clas-
sified the dusky gopher frog in 2001. Only a 
hundred remained in the colony, all of them 
clustered in Glen’s Pond. Any biologist will 
tell you it’s awfully dangerous to have the 
last remnants of any species in one spot, 
liable to be wiped out in one fell swoop by 
a hurricane, drought, disease, or bad luck. 
LaClaire draws a stark comparison: “Could 
you imagine if there was just one town left 
in the whole world with people?”

When LaClaire joined the FWS in 1991, 
researchers were already studying the frogs 
at Glen’s Pond—how often they reproduced, 
how far they could hop. In 1995, LaClaire 
supervised the installation of a drift fence, 
a metal gate that guided frogs into a bucket, 
to be tagged and released. Over the next 
several years, it became clear that the pond 
was drying up before tadpoles could mature, 
and no other breeding populations had been 
found. All of this made the frog a shoo-in 
for endangered status, which LaClaire began 
pursuing in the late 1990s.

Official policy said that LaClaire had to 
designate critical habitat—an area where 
the species could thrive safely away from 
humans and other threats—within a couple 

The Frog  
of War
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years of listing it as endangered in 2001. In 
time-honored government fashion, how-
ever, obstacles forced delays. 

For one, good gopher frog habitat was hard 
to come by. The frog would lay eggs only 
in ephemeral ponds of certain depth and 
in areas abundant with longleaf pine trees. 
Such areas would need to be routinely set on 
fire, clearing pine needles and brush so that 
creatures could dig the burrows in which 
gopher frogs spend most of their adult lives 
(hence the name). And if the FWS needed to 
put critical habitat on private land—well, that 
never went without a fight. When LaClaire 
proposed flatwoods salamander habitat on 
private land years before, opposition reached 
a crescendo at a public hearing convened by 
the FWS. (Fumed one frustrated Georgia 
timber manager: “It’s this kind of mindless 
foolishness that makes people want to blow up 
federal buildings, send pipe bombs through 
the mail to judges.”) It had taken a decade 
after the salamander’s endangered listing to 
finalize critical habitat, and the gopher frog 
didn’t promise any faster turnaround. The 
way LaClaire saw it, if they didn’t focus on 
stabilizing the existing frogs at Glen’s Pond 
now, the species might not survive to find 
any other home. So researchers scooped up 
tadpoles from the pond and transplanted 
them to a lab, where they could grow up 
safe from harm, and the Forest Service, in 
cooperation with the FWS, began conducting 
controlled burns at Glen’s Pond. “I kind of 
think of it as triage, because there was just 
this one population,” recalls LaClaire.

In 2010, LaClaire finally put forth several 
chunks of land as possible habitat, but go-
pher frog experts were underwhelmed—it 
needed to be larger and more spread out. In 
fact, there was a nice set of ponds in eastern 
Louisiana, the last place the species was 
ever seen in that state, fifty years ago. It 
belonged to a timber company that had co-
operated with LaClaire’s team in the past. 
And so she amended the proposal to include 
1,649 acres of privately owned land in St. 
Tammany Parish.

She had already submitted the proposal 
when the biologist from the timber com-
pany got in touch. There had been a mis-
take: the company didn’t own the acreage. 
“So we went through St. Tammany Parish 
land ownership records,” says LaClaire. 
Some ninety-one percent of this tract, they 
learned, belonged to a Mr. Edward Poite-
vent and family.

P
oitevent was polite but cautious when 
he received a phone call from LaClaire 

one Friday afternoon in May 2011, inform-
ing him that his land had been proposed as 
critical habitat for a frog. Edward B. Poite-
vent II is, in fact, New Orleans royalty. His 
father, the late entrepreneur-of-all-trades 
Eads Poitevent Jr., was crowned King of the 
Mardi Gras parade in 1974. Edward and his 
siblings inherited the family dynasty, mak-
ing them the largest landowners in St. Tam-
many Parish.

The potential frog territory in question 
covered an elevated area across from New 
Orleans, nicely perched on high ground, 
out of the path of hurricanes. Poitevent 
had rezoned it and expressed an interest in 
exploring the oil and gas beneath the surface, 
or perhaps developing the area with houses 
and businesses. “Civilization is lapping at 
the shores of this land,” he told the Times-

Picayune in 2011. “And given our experience 
with Katrina, we know that the higher shores 
are the place to be.”

To Poitevent, this critical-habitat busi-
ness reeked of a government taking. If the 
designation went through, his family (and 
the other entities involved) would still 
own the land, sure, but to make certain 
modifications—including building or drill-
ing—would likely require a “consultation” 
with federal agencies, who were at liberty 
to thwart his plans. (Poitevent declined to 
be interviewed for this story.) As he wrote 
in a letter to the Fish and Wildlife Service: 
“That consultation is a bed of hot coals 
upon which the Landowners will be made 
to dance.”

Over the summer, the FWS hired a con-
sulting firm to measure the economic impact 
of the proposal. They determined that the 
entire economic burden of the designa-
tion would fall on Poitevent and the other 
landowners, costing them as much as $36.2 
million in foregone revenues. “The cur-
rent owners wish to have their children and 
grandchildren take over ownership of the 
Lands in the future,” Poitevent wrote in an-
other letter. He was baffled that a frog—one 
that hadn’t even been seen in Louisiana for 
half a century—might rob his grandchildren 
of their birthright.

In September 2011, the Fish and Wild-
life Service published its critical-habitat 
proposal in the Federal Register, opening 
it up to public comments and setting the 
habitat designation on the path to becoming 

law. The battle lines were set. 
It was not the first war between respect 

for private property and respect for God’s 
creation, nor would it be the last, which 
is precisely why it mattered. On a coast 
equally rife with wildlife and ripe for de-
velopment, in an era when climate change 
could soon threaten one in six species on the 
planet, the fate of the Mississippi gopher 
frog was going to set a powerful precedent—
of law and of virtue—one way or another.

  

O
n a January evening in 2012, three Fish 
and Wildlife Service representatives sat 

on the stage of the Gulfport High School 
auditorium. They had called this public 
hearing, as they often do when pursuing 
controversial measures, to seek input before 
making their final decision about gopher 
frog habitat. 

The scientists and landowners had both 
mobilized troops—more than a dozen citi-
zens turned out, sensing that something 
they loved was in trouble. One woman, a 
member of a local Sierra Club, described a 
vision she’d had that enzymes from this frog 
might one day cure cancer. Another, from 
a fringe Tea Party chapter, insisted that the 
United Nations was using the Endangered 
Species Act to depopulate the country. And 
on and on. The hired court reporter dili-
gently captured every word:

 
MS. BEREL: We are being bombarded 
from all directions from our own gov-
ernment—

MR. LITTON: Where the hell are 
those trees today? Same place those 
frogs are along with 50 percent of all 
the other species on earth.

MR. FOREMAN: —take, take, take. 
Yeah, we’re going to fight you every 
step of the way. We’re fed up with it.
 
The hearing was a rare chance to give the 

opposition a face. But virtually every person 
in the auditorium looked into that face, saw 
nothing but ignorance or bad intentions, 
and spit.

  

A
nother ephemeral pond, called Pony 
Ranch, sits not far from Glen’s. The For-

est Service has been fixing it up for gopher 
frogs. That has meant hiring firefighters and 
bulldozer operators—not all of whom were 
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enthused to learn that their skills would be 
used to build amphibian habitats, according 
to John Tupy. “But then they start doing a 
few, and start seeing the results, and they 
enjoy it,” Tupy tells me. “And then when 
they see one like Pony Ranch, where the 
frogs actually went to it—‘Well, holy shit, 
we did that! Y’know? We were out there, 
we made that berm and we pushed all that 
brush out and we burned it!’”

Tupy squats in the weeds by Pony Ranch 
Pond, enthusiastically pointing to a gelati-
nous frog egg mass. If anyone can make you 
appreciate an amphibian, it’s Tupy. But his 
wife never really wanted to come to Gulf-
port, and he’d promised her they wouldn’t 
be here forever. Now it’s time to make good. 
In a month, he’s leaving, moving to Florida, 
taking an office job with normal hours and 
benefits, saying good-bye to this stretch of 
forest. I ask Tupy whether he feels like he’s 
abandoning his frogs by leaving. “Yeah,” he 
says. “A little bit.”

 

C
ritical-habitat decisions are ultimately 
up to the Fish and Wildlife Service, 

and it published the final gopher frog 
designation in June of 2012: 1,544 acres 
of Edward Poitevent’s land were deemed 
frog habitat. Edward promptly appealed 
that ruling to the U.S. District Court for the 
Eastern District of Louisiana, enmeshing 
himself and the FWS in a legal fight for 
nearly two years. In the end, Judge Martin 
Feldman, who had overturned major 
environmental protections in the past, 
sourly upheld the rule: 

The Court has little doubt that what 
the government has done is remarkably 
intrusive and has all the hallmarks of 
governmental insensitivity to private 
property. The troubling question is 
whether the law authorizes such ac-
tion and whether the government has 
acted within the law. Reluctantly, the 
Court answers yes to both questions.

A week later, Edward Poitevent appeared 
on FOX News to discuss what had hap-
pened. He would give interviews to FOX 
repeatedly over the next year, the same tired 
pall always appearing on his face. “It’s just a 
massive federal land grab,” he told one an-
chor. The Fish and Wildlife Service would, 
time and again, decline to comment on air. 
Poitevent later appealed the district court 

decision. An appellate court upheld the 
designation by a 2-1 vote.

Linda LaClaire is just glad the frogs are 
still around. They’ve found their way to 
two more ponds in addition to Glen’s and 
Pony Ranch, and several zoos have managed 
to breed the frogs in captivity—but disease 
still haunts the species. 

After so many years of battling, the result 
is a paralyzing stalemate. Poitevent doesn’t 
plan to let the FWS transplant frogs to his 
property. Legally, LaClaire can’t force him 
to. But the habitat designation remains in-
tact—meaning that, for all the sound and 
fury, Poitevent still can’t develop his prop-
erty, and LaClaire still can’t guarantee the 
frogs another home. 

The war didn’t end. It just stopped. 
  

“I
t’s amazing to me what this has turned 
into,” Glen Johnson says. He tells me 

he feels almost guilty for his role in the frog 
saga, then edits himself: “Guilty is prob-
ably the wrong word.” I ask what he means. 
“I’m trying to be a realist about it,” he says. 
“Nobody knows whether we’re really doing 
good or not. I’d like to think that we are, and 

I think that we probably are. But nobody 
knows for sure.” 

Glen’s uncertainty feels oddly refreshing. 
I suggest that he might be the only person 
I’ve met who hasn’t picked a side. He dis-
agrees. “I’m in favor of doing what we can to 
ensure the survival of the frog,” he assures 
me. He just needs to see both sides. “You 
consider that extinction is a normal fate of 
a species,” he wonders aloud. “It happens 
to all species eventually.” 

To hear the savior of the dusky gopher 
frog say such a thing is jarring. As the stakes 
continue mounting, scientists, landowners, 
and concerned citizens reassure themselves 
that they’re on the right side of the fight, 
that future generations will thank them for 
their adamancy, for the precedent they set. 
Yet Glen is left staring down the future he 
set in motion with a cool and unusual clar-
ity, either unable or unwilling to forget 
that things will be lost in this war. Frogs. 
Dollars. A devoted researcher. A family’s 
legacy. What we’ve been given. What we 
might create. Facing these casualties, Glen 
Johnson does not cover his eyes with his 
hands. ø
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Swallow
 

BY 

MIRA ROSENTHAL

I stand before the little square history
of my cutting board: beet stain, parsley
mark, garlic in the grain that infuses

anything cut open, left soft-side down.

The news for once is droll, drawn out
in Kentucky drawl: karst collapses
to engulf eight empty cars whole. It happened,

in a moment, it just happened. The earth

pays no heed to museums, has no seat
set aside for the Muses, and so go
vintage Corvettes, fuzzy dice dropping

into a void. How many times has apology

rimmed my mouth like lipstick? This is not
what I meant to tell you, the same old
kitchen sink, mold, the blooming mold.

But I am sick of thinking that normal

is writ, that I should resist, that it even exists.
Without a doubt, this is happening.
And I open my mouth to accept

the fact of these onions, their sweet

translucency on my tongue, how easy
it is to take this, and my throat 
simply caves in to the taste.
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I
t was tough not to stare at the spiraling 
lines of intricate tattooing on Marshal 
Klaven’s forearm as he ordered a pink 

lemonade at his favorite Tex-Mex spot in 
Galveston. We’d just come from Friday night 
Shabbat services at B’nai Israel, where Rabbi 
Klaven led a full chapel in a modern service, 
conversational and low key, with acoustic gui-
tar renditions of Psalms interspersed among 
centuries-old prayers. The tattoos are just 
one of the ways Klaven conveys his signa-
ture merging of old and new traditions—a 
provocative attempt to infuse progressive 
theological meaning into an act stigmatized 
long before the Holocaust imbued it with 
memories darker than any pigment. Klaven 
inked his left arm nearly six years ago, after 
finishing a controversial rabbinic disserta-
tion on the allowance for Judaic tattooing. 
For a design, he chose the V’ahavta prayer 
in Hebrew, a central liturgical passage recited 
daily by the observant:

And you shall love the Lord, your God, with 
all your heart, with all your soul, and with 
all your strength. Set these words which I 
command you this day upon your heart . . . 
bind them as a sign upon your hand, and 
let them be symbols before your eyes.

I often wonder what’s left for the Jews 
of the Deep South. How many of us have 
strength enough to love our God? The smaller 
communities are diluted, if not evaporated 
completely; few Southern Jews choose to 
stay in their rural hometowns, while fewer 
practice their faith with any regularity. In Mis-
sissippi, where I’m from, Natchez’s beautiful 
historic synagogue opens only intermittently 
for Shabbat. Almost all the Delta children 

raised by post-Shoah parents have left for op-
portunities outside the nation’s poorest state. 
Vicksburg’s once thriving Jewish middle class 
has shrunk to a handful of aging bubbes. 

I grew up in Clinton, where I was one of 
perhaps four Jewish students in the school 
district, my brother included. I was, at the 
very least, the lone Yid for five grades in either 
direction, and as such, the sole representative 
for all Judaic inquiries, critiques, and jokes. It 
wasn’t until I heard Marshal Klaven’s story 
that I realized the very obvious—living in a 
larger shared community doesn’t necessarily 
make the Jewish experience easier.

Over chips and salsa, Klaven spoke matter-
of-factly about the alienation and anger he 
experienced during his own adolescence in 
St. Louis: “I had already been in the back of 
a cop car at fifteen. Made some useless at-
tempts at suicide around that same age, but 
they were more cries for help than anything.” 
Although he was raised in a Jewish house-
hold, he largely resisted the faith. He found 
an opportunity to get the hell away from home 
when, in 1995, at age sixteen, he was invited 
to travel to Israel for three months. 

Once there, he saw Judaism as daily life—
regular practice as positive and meaningful. 
“I just wanted to somehow be away from this 
world,” he said. By the time he left Israel, 
he was observing again. “Maybe there was a 
point to me being there. Maybe. I was willing 
to start entertaining it.” 

T
he contradiction Klaven embodied in 
adolescence—the desire to be away from 

the world coupled with the inherent impulse 
to somehow stay a part of it—speaks to the 
modern Jewish paradox: How integrated can 
a self-identifying Chosen People ever really 
be? As an adult, I’ve identified myself almost 
exclusively by being a Jew, yet I take umbrage 
at being singled out for any reason. I had come 
to visit Rabbi Klaven in an attempt to recon-
cile this irony, hoping to find some kind of 
model in his story.

Into his early twenties, Klaven connected 
more strongly with his faith, exploring Juda-
ism in his spare time, although “in an innocent 
and naïve way,” he reflects now. He returned 
to Israel in 2001, but the spiritual founda-
tion he had managed to build eroded just as 
quickly as it began. The trip corresponded 
with the Second Intifada, and the country he 
had fallen in love with as a wayward teenager 
was now tortured and struggling.

“They were truly ugly to one another. Pal-

estinians to Israelis, Israelis to Palestinians, 
Israelis to Israelis,” Klaven told me. “They 
were angry, they were fearful, and they just 
responded from that place.” He witnessed 
the hatred, distrust, and contempt up close: 
bombings threw blood and severed limbs 
across stone streets; a brutal shooting occurred 
outside the kibbutz where he lived. After 
his return to the States, he told no one about 
what he saw. Classic signs of PTSD started 
to manifest in his daily life and relationships.

Klaven believed himself finished with Juda-
ism and God. He withdrew, seeking only the 
kind of work that required minimal human 
interaction: stocking grocery store shelves, 
flipping burgers as a line cook. At his mother’s 
urging, he took a job at a summer camp, where 
he spent time with a child suffering from se-
vere physical and mental disabilities. During 
those weeks, the relationship he built with 
the camper rekindled something within him. 
As he explained it to me, he knew then that 
faith couldn’t simply develop interiorly; he 
needed to practice for the lives around him. 
One of Judaism’s largest focuses is the concept 
of tikkun olam—healing the world—and it was 
this that ultimately saved Marshal Klaven. 

“I blamed God for all these humans doing 
really shitty things to one another, when 
in fact God gives us the ability to do both 
the bombings and to put us back together,” 
he said. “I signed up for rabbinic school and 
never looked back.”

In 2006, Klaven enlisted in the Air Force. 
(The U.S. military has a program aimed at 
increasing religious diversity within the ranks 
by allowing recruits to complete seminary 
training while enlisted.) Three years later, 
as an ordained rabbi, Klaven began assisting 
service members suffering from PTSD in 
their transitions home from redeployment. 
The military work helped him cope. He said, 
“What once was a very cursed experience 
became very rich to me.”

T
he southeastern Texas landscape is a buffer 
zone between the Louisiana subtropics and 

the West’s desert emptiness. The geography 
of Galveston is a mix of brackish bayous, 
sand dunes, and parched grasslands. In any 
given direction innumerable oil refineries 
erupt out of the horizon like metallic mirages, 
constant reminders of the area’s increasingly 
precarious economic future. Markets, flooded 
with surplus foreign crude, have slowed the 
domestic industry to a crawl. In the summer 
the city swells to upwards of a quarter million 

South  
Toward Israel 

 

BY 

ANDREW PAUL
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inhabitants, but the off-season sees fewer 
than fifty thousand year-round residents. 
Drug trafficking and usage, especially 
in methamphetamine, have risen since 
Hurricane Ike struck in 2008. Occasionally, 
narcotics bundles worth millions wash ashore 
from the Gulf of Mexico.

Galveston is built over the ruins of 
Campeche, the pirate Jean Lafitte’s infamous 
island colony. A notorious smuggler, Lafitte 
operated along the Gulf Coast, for years evad-
ing the law. During the War of 1812, he of-
fered naval assistance to General Andrew Jack-
son against the British, and President James 
Madison granted Lafitte a tenuous pardon 
after he helped save the city at the Battle of 
New Orleans. But by 1821, U.S. naval forces 
evicted the pirate and his supporters. They 
razed Campeche, making way for a new city.

Rabbi Klaven drove me around Galveston’s 
quiet boulevards after dinner. In the years since 
Hurricane Ike’s devastation, the storefronts 
have been rebuilt with faux-historic authentic-
ity. Kempner Street, a main road leading toward 
the channel, is named in honor of one of the 
first prominent Jewish families. Ashkenazim 
prospered in the mercantile and shipping in-

dustries while integrating into the port town, 
becoming part of the community’s backbone 
without sacrificing their ethnic heritage. B’nai 
Israel is the oldest reform synagogue in the 
state, serving Galveston since 1868.

Klaven pointed out his congregation’s origi-
nal building, part of which still stands today 
as luxury housing, attesting to the wealth 
and influence the Jewish population once 
wielded. Between 1907 and 1914, more than 
ten thousand Jews fleeing the pogroms of 
Eastern Europe and Russia passed through as 
part of what became known as the Galveston 
Movement. Many immigrants started new 
lives in the country with the help of B’nai 
Israel’s second rabbi, Henry Cohen.

Just five years ago, B’nai Israel was on 
the verge of disappearing—after Ike, some 
congregants moved away, and others had 
disaffiliated or lost interest in the idea of 
Southern Jewish identity. The community 
faced an uncertain era when Jimmy Kessler, 
the congregation’s beloved rabbi of nearly 
thirty years, retired in 2011. 

After his Air Force commission, Klaven 
was working for the Jackson, Mississippi–
based Institute of Southern Jewish Life as 

an itinerant rabbi serving underfunded Jew-
ish communities around the Deep South—
places like nearby Natchez and Greenwood, 
and as far away as Tennessee, Louisiana, and 
lower Oklahoma—when B’nai Israel came 
calling. (It was during this time that I met 
Klaven, when he would occasionally serve 
as substitute rabbi at Beth Israel in Jackson, 
the city’s one synagogue.) Though the work 
had been rewarding, the travel was difficult 
on his young marriage, and he and his wife, 
Christina, were ready to put down roots. They 
moved to Galveston in 2014.

Teachers, friends, and fellow rabbis all 
advised Klaven to refrain from making any 
large changes to the congregation during his 
first year at the synagogue. As he told it, the 
advice he got was, “Don’t mess with what 
they called the ‘sacred cows,’” which included 
everything from the sanctuary’s layout to 
fund-raising models. Recounting this, Klaven 
smiled and pulled his shirtsleeve over his tat-
toos as he gripped the steering wheel. “What 
if you enter onto a ship that is sinking, or it’s 
sailing toward some big obstacle? Are you 
just supposed to give it time? So what were 
we to do, man?”

Over the next few months, Rabbi Klaven 
and his board changed mandatory member-
ship dues to a pledge model, built a lower 
pulpit, and made religious school free. They 
commissioned a redesign of the synagogue’s 
website and logo, along with a host of other 
alterations. Since then, with the help of his 
congregants, Klaven has brought the temple 
back from the brink of closure, seeing nearly 
forty families join or return to the community. 
This may seem a small number in the land of 
megachurches, but it represented an immense 
growth for a Southern Jewish enclave like 
B’nai Israel.

After the tour, Klaven dropped me off at 
my truck, but before I got out, we idled for a 
time, talking about Mississippi. “In all these 
places I used to visit—Natchez, Vicksburg—
Jews were very much integrated into that 
Southern fabric. They were just, ‘the Jews,’” 
he said. “I always make the point: no one 
seems to care if you went to Protestant church 
or, as they would say, the Jewish church. Be 
a faith-believing person, and during the rest 
of the week it didn’t matter.”

He brought up Rabbi Henry Cohen, the 
man instrumental in shaping Jewish life in 
southeastern Texas: “Late in his career, he 
stood arm-in-arm with the bishop and blocked 
the Klan from coming onto the island. He in-
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tegrated himself into the community. He was 
representing all Jews. And in much the same 
way, it’s my charge—if you’re going to be al-
lowing our values to become of influence, you 
can’t stick behind the walls of your temple.”

T
he pirate Jean Lafitte’s demise is a matter 
of historical contention. Most historians 

believe he died in 1823, shortly after ceding 
Campeche, from wounds sustained during 
a battle off the coast of Honduras. Others 
insist he succumbed to fever a few years later 
on an island near the Yucatán Peninsula. This 
debated detail may have fueled the emergence 
of one of piracy’s most controversial artifacts, 
The Journal of Jean Laffite, a French account 
introduced by an equally enigmatic and con-
tentious individual, John Andrechyne Laflin. 
A largely illiterate retired railroad worker 
from Missouri, Laflin submitted the diary 
to the state’s historical society in the 1940s, 
claiming he found it among his family archives. 
Translated into English, the text repudiates all 
previous assertions about Lafitte’s final days. 
Here Lafitte renounced his violent tendencies 
and opportunistic profiteering for an every-
man’s life in the heart of America, dying in 

the 1850s not from sickness or war injuries 
but from old age, while living in Illinois under 
a false name. It also shed light on the pirate’s 
origins. “My grandmother was of Spanish-
Israelite descent,” the supposedly aged Lafitte 
recounts early in the diary, adding that his 
ancestor remembered vividly their family’s 
persecution at the hands of the Inquisition.

For a brief window, the diary aroused his-
torical interest, but today Laflin’s “discovery” 
is almost unanimously considered fraudu-
lent. Although experts maintain Laflin wasn’t 
shrewd or talented enough to have forged 
the book himself, evidence indicates that 
the journal is a fake, an amalgam of available 
history with inventive revisions. Nothing 
new in the journal has been, or likely will 
ever be, corroborated. But someone thought 
it important to alter this man’s life, to change 
his facts. He or she would humanize Lafitte, 
make him struggle to be charitable and kind, 
remorseful for the past but hopeful for the 
future. For some reason, they decided to make 
him a Jew. I can’t help but imagine a lonely 
young Semite penning the pages of an icon 
that never really existed in the first place.

After Klaven and I parted, I took a stroll 

through the city on my own. A building thud-
ding with bass drew me in: the Buckshot Sa-
loon. Inside was a cavernous hall modeled 
after classic honky-tonk bars, complete with a 
smooth, wooden floor for line dancing. I sipped 
a beer at the bar and watched as couples two-
stepped counter-clockwise across the stage.

“Nice tzitzit,” someone said from behind 
me.

I turned to see a man my age pointing at the 
tassels hanging from my undershirt. 

Richie, in starched Wrangler denim and 
cowboy boots, was an oil-tanker-working, 
Libertarian-sympathizing, card-carrying 
member of the NRA. And, as it would hap-
pen, a devout Jew. He told me his family was 
from New York, where he attended shul for a 
time. He moved to Galveston with his mother 
when he was a child. Richie said he was proud 
to be a Texan, but he wouldn’t remain here 
for long. Enlisted in the Navy, he was about 
midway through pursuing a chemical engi-
neering degree. “As soon as I can, I’m packing 
up and committing Aliyah,” he said, referring 
to a Jew’s religious, permanent relocation to 
Israel. “I’ve visited there before, and I’m in 
love with the land. I can’t wait to go home.” ø
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T
he fiftieth anniversary ceremony began 
with the singing of a corrido. As the 
guests of honor found their seats on 

the stage of the octagonal-roofed Kiosk on 
the first day of June, Daria Vera shuffled to 
the mic, gripping an official program with 
the lyrics on the back cover. The guitarist 
and accordionist struck up the first chord. 
Her deep, gravel-lined, distinctive contralto 
struggled to carry over the rumble of the 
cross-border freight trucks hemming us in 
on parallel one-way arteries of Highway 83 
through downtown Rio Grande City, Texas. 

But then a high-pitched grito emanated from 
among the metal folding chairs lined up on the 
sidewalk, followed by a familiar cry:“ Viva la 
Huelga!” (Long live the strike!) Daria’s singing 
rose up over the din of the traffic, over the 
murmur of greetings and fifty years’ worth 
of catching up. In time, her voice regained 
the volume and assurance of another era, as 
the corrido’s couplets began to tell its story: 

La cárcel de Rio Grande es cárcel muy 
afamada.

Encierran a los huelguistas por causa de 
sus ideales. 

Nos trajeron arrastrando pa’ cumplir 
con su deber 

Y nosotros protestando el derecho de 
comer. 

The jail at Rio Grande is a famous jail 
indeed.

The strikers are locked up there on ac-
count of their ideals.

They hauled us off to prison in fulfill-
ment of their duty

When all that we are asking for is the 
right to eat.

I met Daria some three months earlier at her 
small house in the La Puerta colonia on the 
outskirts of Rio Grande City. A few broken-
windowed trailers neighbored tidy stucco 
homes on winding streets wedged between 
the expressway and an abandoned gravel pit. 
From the door, I heard accordion strains blar-
ing from an enormous blinking stereo. “I have 
to have music,” Daria told me. “When I wake 
up in the morning, first thing, I put on God’s 
music. Then, I put on my music.”  

She’d set out a Rubbermaid container filled 
with documents. After the establishment of 
United Farm Workers Local 2 in June 1966, 
Daria was elected secretary-treasurer. Al-
though the record shows that Local 2 ceased 
to exist after the strike ended over a year 
later, amid police brutality and a catastrophic 
hurricane, she has remained its unofficial 
historian ever since.  

Daria pulled out a photograph of herself as 
a willowy, dark-haired nineteen-year-old ly-
ing face-up in the right-of-way of the nearby 
international bridge at Roma. Along with 
fifteen others, she is blocking vehicles from 
La Casita Farms transporting strikebreak-
ers—illegally, strikers suspected—from el 
otro lado. Underneath the photo, she found 
the lyrics to three corridos, including the one 
she would sing to inaugurate the anniversary 
celebration. In the midst of a hunger strike, 
jailed protesters wrote and sang new verses. 
At her kitchen table, Daria began singing 
before I could even inquire about the tune. 

“I’ve been practicing them everywhere 
I go,” she said after she’d finished, her fin-
gers still grasping the curled corners of the 
black-and-white photograph. “I’m the only 
one who hasn’t forgotten how they go. No 
one remembers.”

    

I t began as a wildcat strike. Eugene Nelson, 
an aspiring novelist and union volunteer, 

had traveled to Houston in April 1966 to 
work on a boycott of Schenley liquor prod-
ucts. He arrived to the news that Schenley 
was already nearing a contract, among the 
first of César Chávez’s improbable victo-
ries in the Delano Grape Strike. So Nelson 
traveled to Rio Grande City, at the invita-
tion of a used-car dealer and a washateria 
owner dabbling in organizing themselves. 
Shortly after arriving, he ascended the back 
of a flatbed truck in the centrally located San 
Juan Plaza—long since demolished—and 
proclaimed, “You are sons of Zapata! You 
must be brave!” The farmworkers’ strike was 

soon under way, without Chávez’s blessing. 
A few doors down from union headquar-

ters, Daria lived with her husband, Mario, 
in a two-room converted shed. Mario earned 
$30 a week at a service station, and she made 
40 cents an hour picking cantaloupes in tem-
peratures that sometimes hit triple digits 
by mid-morning. For Daria and many Starr 
County farmworkers, the Schenley contract’s 
starting hourly wage of $1.75 was a dream. 
Seventy-one percent of county residents lived 
in poverty, making it the poorest in Texas. 
The average farmworker had a sixth-grade 
education and a life expectancy of less than 
fifty years. In two weeks—at least Nelson 
claimed—some 750 farmworkers had signed 
union cards. When the Starr County Melon 
Strike began on June 1, 1966, Daria woke 
before five to stand at the gates of La Casita, 
the largest of the six major growers targeted. 
Her job: bellow entreaties and insults at the 
scabs, or workers crossing picket lines. 

“The strike began with a wave of enthu-
siasm, with no conception at all of the dif-
ficulties facing the strikers,” Doug Adair, 
the editor of a Texas edition of the union 
newspaper El Malcriado, reflected near the 
strike’s end in summer 1967. “Nelson hap-
pened to get involved in the worst county 
in the worst state in which to win a strike.” 

Texas had a conservative Democratic gov-
ernor, John Connally, and antiunion laws 
that prohibited picketing huelguistas from 
standing closer than fifty feet from one an-
other. Unlike in California, where the end 
of the World War II–era bracero agricultural 
guest-worker program in 1964 created a tight 
labor market, Starr growers could bus in 
replacements from across the Rio Grande 
with relative ease and secrecy. Law enforce-
ment—including the Texas Rangers, with 
their long, successful, and sometimes violent 
record of strikebreaking—tended to turn a 
blind eye. 

In one oft-repeated story, after a round of 
mass arrests in the fields, a sheriff ordered 
a jailer to round up all the women and get 
them to talk—about anything at all. “That’s 
the one,” the sheriff said, the moment he 
heard Daria’s inimitable voice. She was jailed 
on charges of “disturbing the peace.”  

A t the ceremony, fourteen surviving huel-
guistas sat on the Kiosk’s stage facing the 

Starr County Courthouse, high on a hill a few 
blocks north. Many of them had been jailed 
on its third floor. In a story that’s unrecorded 
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in the newspaper clippings I’ve read but was 
told to me in numerous interviews with strik-
ers, jailed demonstrators heard a rumor that 
the Rangers were coming to take them to the 
fields and do what Stetson-hatted rinches had 
done to resistance-minded Mexican Ameri-
cans for more than a century. So organizer 
Tony Orendain put a note in a matchbox and 
dropped it from the window to Daria, who’d 
been released earlier, along with Irene Chan-
dler, the other female bridge blocker. Daria 
organized a group of strikers to form a human 
chain around the courthouse. As Tony told 
it to me, the Rangers arrived at the stroke of 
midnight, only to turn back around.

In September of 1966, Chávez had dis-
patched Tony to replace the inexperienced 
Nelson. To his credit, Nelson had emulated 
the tactics he’d seen succeed in California, 
including a march to Austin—modeled on 
Chávez’s famed peregrinación to Sacramen-
to—that drew 15,000 to a Labor Day rally 
with Chávez himself. But as momentum 
stalled amid infighting and lack of leader-
ship, Chávez began to see the Starr strike 
like an “unwanted child,” as editor Doug 
Adair put it. Whether the decision to send 
Tony was based on his formidable reputation 
as an organizer or Chávez’s desire to get him 
out of his hair is unclear. But Tony embraced 
his exile—if that’s what it was—relishing the 
chance to try things his own way. His arrival 
to Rio Grande City marked a newly creative, 
militant, distinctly Tejano phase of the cam-
paign. If the Starr strike were a corrido, it had 
found its hero—or antihero.  

In matters of style and substance, Tony was 
Chávez’s foil. Chávez dressed as a farmwork-
er; Tony was sartorially flashier, instantly 
recognizable by his black hat and curled 
mustache. Chávez was a third-generation 
American who struggled with how to treat 
noncitizens within the union; Tony was a 
twice-deported Mexican immigrant who ar-
gued for universal membership. Chávez was 
deeply religious; Tony was devoutly secular. 
Chávez advocated passive resistance; Tony 
had participated in acts of targeted vandalism 
against growers. Although they’d worked 
closely together since the 1950s, Tony called 
his mentor “Chávez,” a departure from the 
union’s first-name-basis culture.

In the same week I met Daria, I visited 
with Tony at his house in Pharr, forty miles 
east of Rio Grande City. He was a frail eighty-
five years, using a walker and at times strug-
gling to catch his breath. Still, we spoke for 

over two hours, his dry wit and propensity 
to speak in proverb-like dichos on full dis-
play. He wasn’t planning on attending the 
reunion, he told me. “Chávez took away 
my flute and my maracas. I’m not allowed.”

Just as the new melon harvest was about 
to start in late spring 1967, Chávez recalled 
Tony to California. By that time, the strike 
had been featured in the New York Times 
and had attracted the attention of a Senate 
subcommittee headlined by Ted Kennedy. 
As with his arrival, the reasons for Tony’s 
departure depended on whom you asked: 
Either he was needed elsewhere, or he was 
being too successful in Texas. Two years later, 
Tony returned to the Rio Grande Valley, 
eventually forming the breakaway Texas 
Farm Workers Union, which he directed 
until its disintegration in 1982. He chose 
to remain in Texas from then on.

“The situation for the farmworkers is worse 
than before,” Tony told me, toward the end of 
our interview. “Now, in Mexico they exploit 
us, they kill us. The only ones who manage 
to get here are those who can afford to spend 
$5,000 or $10,000. Then we’re picked up by 
Immigration and sent back where we came 
from.” About six weeks later, Tony suddenly 
passed away, carrying with him who knows 
how many other stories.

E
d Krueger and Alex Moreno were late 
arrivals to the reunion. Ed, whose de-

generative spinal condition causes a severe 
stoop, leaned his light frame against Alex’s 
stout torso as they walked arm in arm. Both 
wore powder-blue shirts, although Alex’s 
was a four-pocket guayabera and Ed’s a neatly 
ironed Oxford. For fifty years, their lives 
have been linked by their roles in the strike’s 
most dramatic—and violent—moments. 

When it came time for him to speak on 
stage, Ed stayed seated, the microphone 
trembling in his hands. In 1966, he left his 
position with the Protestant Migrant Min-
istry in Oklahoma to accompany the strikers 
on behalf of the Texas Council of Churches. 
Now, at age eighty-five, he drives three times 
a week across the border to Reynosa, organiz-
ing workers at the maquiladoras—foreign-
owned factories exploiting low-cost labor to 
manufacture products for export—in spite 
of a wave of cartel-related violence. In soft-
spoken Spanish, deliberate but precise, he 
narrated his story: At a train-track melon 
blockade, a Ranger grabbed him by the belt 
with one hand and the collar with the oth-
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er, dangling him within inches of a moving 
train. Ed’s wife, Tina, snapped photographs, 
but one of the lawmen seized her camera and 
exposed the film. In the police car, a Ranger 
said, “Krueger, you ain’t no preacher. You’re 
just a damn troublemaker.” 

Then it was Alex’s turn. Easygoing and 
assured, he spoke like the politician he’d 
become. As a freshman at the University of 
Texas, he joined the student-led Farmworker 
Support Committee and eventually signed 
up as a summer intern, learning community 
organizing with Ed. On June 1, 1967—a year 
to the day after the strike began—he was sent 
from headquarters to warn union member 
Magdaleno Dimas that the Rangers were 
looking for him. (Magdaleno, who’d served 
time for murder in Mexico, was frequently 
targeted for harassment, as Rangers zeroed in 
on those few strikers with existing criminal 
records.) Earlier that evening, a La Casita 
foreman had spotted Magdaleno out hunting 
for chachalaca, a chicken-size South Texas 
fowl; the foreman accused him of pointing 
a rifle at him. The bones of the bird were 
still on the table when Alex arrived at the 
same time as about thirty Rangers. On the 
sidewalk, Captain A. Y. Allee jammed his 
shotgun into Alex’s ribcage and then broke 
down the door. “All I could see was the house 
moving back and forth from so much force,” 
Alex said from the stage. Magdaleno suffered 
a concussion, broken bones, and internal 
bleeding; he was in a wheelchair for weeks. 

Unlike many strike stories I heard, what 
became known as the Dimas Incident is part 
of the historical record, documented in Al-
lee v. Medrano, the Supreme Court decision 
that declared five Texas antiunion statutes 
unconstitutional and found a “pervasive pat-
tern of intimidation,” as the district court 
had phrased it, by law enforcement during 
the strike. But the case wasn’t decided until 
1974. In June 1967, a district judge issued an 
injunction outlawing picketing in Starr. Then, 
on September 20, Hurricane Beulah—at the 
time among the strongest hurricanes ever re-
corded—hit South Texas, wiping out an entire 
growing season. The strike was officially over.  

In the decades to come, young volunteers 
first introduced to organizing in Rio Grande 
City would spearhead voter registration 
campaigns and student walkouts in protest 
of inequitable schools, and many would go 
on to political office. As a state representa-
tive, Alex would author landmark legisla-
tion bringing water and indoor plumbing 

to thousands of Rio Grande Valley homes. 
“Although the Valley strike failed,” his-
torian David Montejano argues in Anglos 
and Mexicans in the Making of Texas, “it 
succeeded in catalyzing the Chicano civil 
rights movement in Texas.” 

“The huelguistas brought many changes,” 
Alex said, at the conclusion of his speech, 
“not only to Rio Grande City, but to the 
state of Texas. But they didn’t see the benefit 
themselves.” 

A
s police blocked traffic after the cere-
mony—from the looks of it, the freight 

trucks were backed up for miles—the huel-
guistas led a march from the Kiosk to the 
Kelsey Bass Museum. They waved red Aztec 
eagle flags and sang more corridos as they 
passed one ornate but crumbling two-story 
building after another. Many storefronts 
were vacant, but outside El Cenizo Adult 
Day Care, the clients lined the street and 
sang along.

In the museum courtyard, a stone foun-
tain gurgled while the strikers were feted 
with carne guisada and music from Austin 
folk singer Tish Hinojosa. Inside, there was 
an exhibit of archival strike photos, among 
them the one I’d seen of Daria on the bridge.

As the crowd thinned, Daria invited me to 
a backroom for cake. On our way, we crossed 
paths with Baldemar Diaz—vice president 
of Local 2—and his granddaughter Dora. 
Leaning his weight on a cane, Baldemar was 
dapper in a royal-blue shirt and immaculately 
shined shoes. At the strike’s outset, he’d 
left a comparatively good-paying job as a 
foreman at La Casita because, he said, “the 
strike people were my people.”

“I never knew he was involved in this,” 
Dora said. She’d been raised by Baldemar, 
and now was his home-health nurse. Even 

now, she said, “everything I’ve heard about 
him is from my other patients.” 

“The next time you see me,” Baldemar said 
in parting from Daria and me, “it’ll be in the 
graveyard.” Dora shook her head in mock 
disapproval and clasped his arm.

The cake had a photograph re-created in 
icing. Most of it was already gone, so you 
couldn’t make out much detail, just a few 
blurry black-and-white figures in one corner. 
Still, Daria was happy to get a piece, which 
she’d decided to save for later. 

Over the course of a few visits I made to 
her home, Daria’s truck was broken down, so 
I offered to drive her on a few errands. Our 
conversations turned from the strike to her 
life afterward. Her husband, Mario, took off 
for Houston, leaving her to support seven 
children—including two sets of twins—on 
a field worker’s wages. Later, she married 
Guillermo, another striker. It was a happier 
marriage, but he died of cancer almost four 
years ago. Since then, she’s lived on a Social 
Security check of a few hundred dollars a 
month. One errand was to the food bank, 
where a clerk said there was a waiting list of 
1,000 people and told Daria matter-of-factly 
that she could visit another pantry some 
miles out of town. 

As we moved back into the courtyard, I 
carried the cake for Daria, who was loaded 
down with souvenirs for her personal ar-
chive. “How’re you feeling?” I asked, imagin-
ing that it must have been a long day. 

“Good,” Daria answered. “Real good. I’ve 
never been so proud.”

I 
found La Casita Road on Google Maps, but 
when I arrived, all I saw was a metal gate 

and a dirt driveway. It took three passes before 
I understood: this was La Casita Road, the 
gate the exact spot where Daria was arrested 
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for disturbing the peace fifty years ago.
Where, though, were the fields? As my car 

thudded over ruts and rocks, all I saw were 
mesquite trees and cacti. I’d read that most 
of the large growers had pulled out after 
NAFTA left them unable to compete with 
Mexican farmers paying a fraction of Starr’s 
prevailing wage. Still, I’d expected someone 

would be tilling the land. It hadn’t occurred 
to me that it might have already gone back 
to its original thornscrub state. 

Closer to the river, I did find a sorghum 
field, the crimson grain-heads—used mainly 
for animal feed, and harvested by combine—
swaying uniformly in the wind. Hulking 
natural-gas tanks sprouted incongruously in 
their midst. Alongside one, a state trooper 
sat in a black-and-white Charger, part of 
the border “surge” that makes large swaths 
of Starr feel like occupied territory. (That 
morning, I’d counted thirty patrol cars be-
tween the county line and Rio Grande City, 
a distance of seventeen miles.) He blinked 
his lights at me, and I turned back around.

Still hoping to see a melon field, I set out 
to find a packing shed where Daria said her 
cousin worked and to which she’d given 
me directions. Next to an old Co-op gas 
station, I found a faded sign: STARR PRODUCE 

COMPANY. The company was the last post-
NAFTA holdout among the large growers, 
not selling off until 2011. At that time, it 
was one of Starr County’s largest employ-
ers; now, most residents work for the Rio 
Grande City School District, the county 
itself, and Walmart. 

Among Starr residents today, it’s almost 
an article of faith that education is the only 
way out of poverty. The strike is a reminder 
of a time when it seemed possible that the 
hard work of supplying America’s kitchen 
tables could join the ranks of dignified pro-
fessions offering decent wages, benefits, 
and working conditions. As labor declines, 
it’s not just that dream that’s lost—it’s the 
jobs themselves. Unemployment in Starr is 
13.6 percent, the highest in Texas, and the 
poverty rate is 35.4 percent.

Through another gate and down another 
dirt road, I found a rusted metal structure, 
surrounded by barren fields littered with 
piles of spent irrigation drip tape. I did see 
one person working, zipping back and forth 
on a forklift, picking up a few last watermel-
on boxes from an otherwise empty concrete 
floor. I waved, but he drove off without 
seeing me. The harvest was already in. ø

T
he purple hulls of lablab beans dangled 
like a thousand scimitars below a trellis 
built from young sweet gum trunks. 

Oblong bitter melons drooped through the 
bloom-studded canopy, and a thirty-five-
year-old man named Eh Kaw Htoo plucked a 
vegetable from the vine, shaking droplets of 
cool September rain off the leaves. Eh Kaw 
wore camo cargo pants tucked into black, 
rubber-soled boots. Shoulder-length obsid-
ian hair swept across the collar of his white 
polo, a Goodwill find embroidered with the 
logo of a high school band.

“I don’t know how you call this,” he said, 
handing me the chartreuse ridged vegetable. 
“Take it. Have another.” I recognized the mel-
on from a meal we had shared in Eh Kaw’s 
living room perhaps two years earlier. Then, 
it was sliced into half moons and boiled with 
onions and fish sauce. The dish was pungent, 
with the melon tasting like tart zucchini, and 
I looked forward to trying it again. 

Technically, the bitter melon was not Eh 
Kaw’s harvest to offer, but he assured me 
that he had the authority to do so. We were 
standing in his friend Semoeneh’s yard in 
Comer, Georgia, an old railroad stop seven-
teen miles east of Athens, surrounded by 
chicken houses, timberlands and pastures, 
and rows of seed crops. Semoeneh lived in 
a brick ranch-style house, and his driveway 
was lined with dragon chili plants. The trel-
lis commanded as much square footage as 
a one-car garage. In the carport, a stew of 
venison, potatoes, and melon bubbled over 
an open flame. 

We were in the garden of refugees, Eh 
Kaw explained: what was his, as well as 
Semoeneh’s, was also mine. Their Baptist 
faith compelled them to share whatever 

bounty God bestowed. Eh Kaw felt blessed 
that he and dozens of family members and 
countrymen were planting yards in rural 
Georgia. Nothing in his past had predicted 
such fortune.

T here are eight major ethnic groups in 
Myanmar, including the Karen, who are 

further subdivided by religion: Buddhist, 
Animist, and Christian. As a Karen and a 
Christian, Eh Kaw grew up within a small 
minority of Myanmar society during a tu-
multuous time. Nearly seventy years ago, 
following a long colonization by the British, 
the new Myanmar government—largely led 
by heads of the military—began making po-
litical decisions that would lead to decades 
of conflict within the country. The Karen, 
like many other minority groups, became 
targets of the new regime and those that 
would follow.  

During his adolescence, Eh Kaw and 
his family remained mobile, always ready 
to escape from approaching troops. They 
joined a refugee exodus in the early nineties 
and departed by foot for United Nations 
camps in Thailand. On the journey, they 
foraged greens from the forest floor for 
quick meals. They hunted monkeys. They 
built temporary housing from saplings, the 
structures held together not by nails or twine 
but by expertly axed notches in the skinny 
heartwood.

Eh Kaw reached adulthood in the Thai 
camps. He met Pa Saw, a short woman with 
a round face and a voice like a slow cello bow 
stroke. They married and had a son, Jubilee. In 
a massive resettlement process that began in 
2004, they joined the roughly sixty thousand 
Karen who left for the United States. In 2008, 
the young family arrived in Georgia. 

Before the resettlement process shuffled 
them into an apartment in Clarkston, an urban 
suburb of Atlanta, the family spent three 
months at Jubilee Partners, an intentional 
Christian community in Comer devoted to 
refugee work. (The organization’s name was 
a happy coincidence.) At Jubilee, Pa Saw pre-
pared for the birth of another child, Jack, 
and Eh Kaw took note of the abundant Eden 
that surrounded their temporary home. Back 
in Clarkston, living among other Burmese 
refugees—the Karen refused to call their for-
mer country by its modern name, preferring 
Burma, an old name that the ruling junta 
changed in 1989—Eh Kaw bristled in the 
concrete jungle. He dreamed of pasture and 
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endless forest. So he fled. He promised his 
wife that he’d find land for their family. 

With the help of a leader at Jubilee Part-
ners, Eh Kaw found work clearing trees for 
a family-owned cattle company in Maxeys, 
a dairy town about twenty-five miles south 
of Comer. Eh Kaw spent much of his first 
year in the United States in the cockpit of a 
backhoe. He rested at night in a tent, cook-
ing over a twig and branch fire. He ate lunch 
leaning on the backhoe, took one or two quick 
smokes a day to break up the cacophony of 
hydraulic-powered stump removal. He rarely 
visited his family.

“I was very depressed,” he told me. The 
dream of land seemed unattainable. He wor-
ried over failure, over returning to Clarkston 
with a jaw full of broken vows. Now, he 
laughs at his pride, at his big mouth. 

A turning point came when Eh Kaw was 
able to save enough money to rent an apart-
ment and relocate Jubilee to Maxeys. Each 
morning, he put his son on the school bus 
then bicycled nine miles to work, a commute 
via gravel road and mud slush. He scratched 
up time to visit Pa Saw and Jack in Clarkston. 

Then Eh Kaw found a new job in a poultry 
plant in Athens. He rented a house in Comer, 
and his wife, now pregnant with a third child, 
and Jack moved in. Eh Kaw had established 
a homestead on what felt like a mysterious 
frontier in a strange land. He called for set-
tlers to join him. They came—cousins, aunts, 
uncles, friends. 

According to Eh Kaw, there are now twenty- 
four Karen families in Comer, about one hun-
dred and fifty people. (Nearly one million 
Karen remain in Myanmar.) He expects that 
number to increase. “Many want to come 
here,” he said, but he’d have to find jobs for 
them first. “God has sent us here with a pur-
pose, so He will find us a way.”

“T
he only thing Karen buy at a gro-
cery store is rice,” Eh Kaw joked in 

Semoeneh’s yard. This was hyperbole, as there 
was plenty of packaged food in Eh Kaw’s pan-
try, but he wanted to make a point. Eh Kaw 
often clomped up a creek under darkness to 
hunt frogs by flashlight. If, when motoring 
along the rural routes outside Comer, he spied 
fresh road kill, he would toss the carcass into 

his trunk. The deer was good eating, as long 
as flies and maggots hadn’t yet swarmed the 
still-warm body.

“We hunt, we fish, we know how to build,” 
Eh Kaw told me. “We’re more redneck than 
the rednecks.” 

When Eh Kaw moved to Comer, some of 
the Americans he met had described them-
selves as rednecks. His new neighbors ex-
tolled the redneck’s work ethic, religious 
fervor, and activities: jobs in agriculture and 
construction, weekends spent hunting and 
fishing, Sundays in the pew. To Eh Kaw, “red-
neck” connoted backwoods self-sufficiency. 

On that September afternoon, we sped 
westbound on State Road 72, with Eh Kaw 
in the passenger seat and me behind the 
wheel. “Slow down,” Eh Kaw advised, as 
we approached a vacant clapboard storefront, 
the awning posts cemented inches from the 
highway edge. Police cars often lurked in the 
building’s shadow to pounce on speeders. But 
cops left the trap unset today, so we motored 
on. It occurred to me that Eh Kaw knew these 
counties as if he’d lived in Georgia all his life. 
I said, “Eh Kaw, you’re like the Karen mayor 
of Comer.”

He agreed, but he preferred another hon-
orific: “They call me the redneck leader.”

I 
met Eh Kaw in 2012, when I approached 
him as a reporter for the Athens Banner-

Herald to tell his story to our shared commu-
nity. Those first meetings enchanted me. In 
our earliest conversations, Eh Kaw explained 
that the Karen’s ability to keep gardens, trap 
rabbits in nearby woodlands, and slaughter 
chickens helped his people retain their cul-
tural identity. 

From the beginning, I loved Pa Saw’s food: 
roselle green and chicken skin soup, eggplant 
and anchovies in turmeric, hot dogs and canola 
greens scooped with rice mounds into sweet 
gum leaves. The debtless and quasi-agrarian 
lifestyle she and other Karen adhered to 
stirred a primal gene somewhere within me. 
After I reported that first story, we became 
friends, and in 2014, I attended a party to 
celebrate Eh Kaw and Pa Saw becoming U.S. 
citizens. Dozens of people gathered around 
a buffet table anchored by goat stew—the 
whole animal (organs but no hide) cooked 
in a tall pot. A few months later, I went to 
a joint wedding of four Karen couples, after 
which we dined at an outdoor buffet on tables 
hewed from pine trees. 

Every few months, I returned to Comer to 
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visit Eh Kaw and the other Karen. On one 
trip, he took me to various Karen houses to 
show off their infrastructure.

Each home we visited was organized in a 
similar fashion to Semoeneh’s property but 
adapted to the particular footprint of the lot. 
The houses were made of materials ranging 
from cinder block to clapboard, and every 
yard teemed with life: vegetables, poultry, 
the odd goat, droplets of brook water falling 
from minnow-snatching nets, a horde of 
shoes at the back door arranged as a roll call 
for those snoozing inside. 

As we toured refugee homes in Comer 
and in various unincorporated communities 
in adjoining Oglethorpe County, Eh Kaw 
shared his pride over how his people braided 
themselves through their adopted habitat. 
Eh Kaw had brokered many of these home 
sales himself. As for the jobs the homeown-
ers depended on to meet the mortgage each 
month—Eh Kaw had secured those, too. 
Thanks to him, Karen milked dairy cows in 
Oglethorpe County and slaughtered chick-
ens in plants around North Georgia. Eh Kaw 
shaped steel in a machine shop. And he eyed 
the future. 

The Karen had survived jungles and ref-
ugee camps, traveled across an ocean, and 
learned to adapt in a new land. Now they 
sought to build their own church. Eh Kaw 
had once shown me a rickety sanctuary con-
structed of understory pines and ten-penny 
nails, located in a forest outside of Comer. 
Once, this had sufficed for the Karen’s re-
ligious ceremonies, until the parish blos-
somed. The congregation then moved into 
the basement of a Baptist church. But they 
quickly outgrew this space, as well—Karen 
hymns and sermons, delivered in their na-
tive Sgaw dialect, deserved to ring out from 
a tabernacle. 

Under the direction of his pastor, the Rev-
erend Tha Hgay, Eh Kaw would shepherd 
church construction. The Reverend envi-
sioned a 50,000-square-foot building, with 
room for up to four hundred worshippers, 
a cemetery out back, plenty of parking up 
front, huge windows filtering natural light, 
wide double doors, and a gable that sought 
the heavens. 

B
uilding a church out of nothing sounded 
simple enough to Eh Kaw. He’d con-

structed many provisional structures; a 
church would only be bigger. The land was 
purchased by the Karen Baptist Church: fifty 

acres of pine forest in Vesta, twenty minutes 
from Comer, adjacent to the homesteads of 
Eh Kaw’s mother and father, his brother, 
and the pastor’s son. Eh Kaw knew there 
would be permits, plans, and paperwork. He 
knew he had to call a plumber, an electrician, 
and someone to dig a well. He wanted to do 
much of it himself, but he had no idea just 
how many permits, how many phone calls, 
how much time it all would take. When we 
hung out in September of 2015, Eh Kaw said 
he hoped to have the church built by the 
following April. Eh Kaw would miss that 
mark by many months.  

Throughout the winter, and well into 
2016, I accompanied Eh Kaw to meetings 
with county zoning and building officers, 
with surveyors and graders, with fabricators 
of steel buildings, with men who called him 
“Echo” and asked if he’d like some agua. 
Each interaction increased Eh Kaw’s frustra-
tion over American bureaucracy, though 
he remained determined to make progress. 

In late May, he rented a backhoe and had 
it delivered to the church’s land. I drove to 
the site on a fiercely hot morning and joined 
Pa Saw, who sat on a felled tree trunk in the 
shade. Together we watched as Eh Kaw con-
trolled the machine from the cockpit. The 
track rollers rumbled over a landscape de-
nuded of woods, and he stopped to sink the 
bucket into the dirt, whacking the ground 
again and again to dislodge root systems. 

Karen teenagers scoured the grounds, 
stuffing empty rice sacks with branches 
and twigs; once full, the bags were emptied 
of their contents onto a growing pile near 
the edge of the clearing. The Reverend Tha 
Hgay, a gray-haired man dressed in a white t-
shirt, flip-flops, and a purple sarong wrapped 
around his waist, commanded the young 
volunteers. When they lingered too long 
on water breaks, he raised his downy voice 
to bark them back to work.

During a recent Sunday service in the base-
ment, the Reverend asked his congregation 
to offer prayers so that God might deliver 
unto the Karen their church. This invocation 
incensed Eh Kaw. After the sermon, he re-
buked his pastor in front of the congregation, 
a confrontation between civil and religious 
leadership. 

“Prayer is to glorify God, not help hu-
mans,” said Eh Kaw. Besides, he continued, 
the church was already theirs; no need to 
pray for it. 

There were just a few more steps. ø
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At the Dollar General before Christmas
a woman muttering to herself in Gift Wrap 

picks out a roll of pastel paper that’s clearly meant
for a baby shower—ducks, bottles, lavender 

safety pins—then asks me if I think it’s all right 
for a baby shower. I tell her it’s cute, and 

when she holds up two enormous cotton-candy
pink gift bows, and asks me to choose, I point 

to the one with small pink feet dangling in plastic 
from the bow’s center, which looks cheaper 

than the plainer option, but more festive, 
and who doesn’t like festive? Everyone in town 

is buying stocking stuffers, and in the next aisle,
a familiar woman juggling bubble bath and pencils

waves hello—I only know her as Kate’s mom—
and she’s actually wearing one of those 

floor-length green and red wool plaid skirts 
featured exclusively in holiday catalogs with

faux family photo spreads of tree-trimming 
parties. Near a pyramid of cookie tins, 

there’s a kindergarten teacher I also recognize
from my son’s school, out with her teenage son, 

loading up on frozen pizzas and Sunbeam bread.  
What are the details I’ve left out? That I’m not

Dollar General
 

BY 

ERIKA MEITNER
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poor. That I’ve never had to buy food
at the Dollar Store at the end of the month.

That I’m relentlessly straightforward lately,
which has to do with my need to tell you

exactly what happened, because what happened
is so unclear. There is never enough information

about my neighbors, about the ways in which 
people live. I’ve been living in the South now

for most of my adult life. You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself, says Leviticus 19:18, 

and the Hebrew word for neighbor is ray’ah, 
meaning friend, companion, fellow, other. I am 

neighbor and other. I am a Jew and the mother 
of one white son and one black son. I’ve been 

writing about guns lately, but this is not really 
a poem about guns—it’s about Christmas, though 

some people think I’ve declared war on the holiday 
when I wish them Happy Holidays instead of Merry 

Christmas. We are the only Jewish family in the 
neighborhood, which isn’t a problem, except 
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around holiday time, when I’m sure our house 
is the saddest on the block because it is unlit.  

When we had lunch to chat about adoption, 
my neighbor—my neighbor who is also 

infertile—my neighbor, whom I do not see
in Dollar General—my neighbor, who has three

Christmas trees in her house and garland wrapped
on every handrail and mantel—she asks me about 

the home study process: when a social worker
comes to your house to assess how you live,

what kind of family you are, whether you have
fire extinguishers on each floor and keep your

firearms locked up. Make sure your firearms
are locked up, our social worker would say 

on the phone before each visit, and I’d remind her 
that we own no guns. What kind of people own guns? 

I’d think as I hung up the phone. My neighbor
and I share a plate of onion rings and become

teary over our intimate infertility heartbreak.  
She says, good thing I got John a new

gun safe for Christmas. On clear days, when
I walk the roads, sometimes with my neighbors,

I hear people shooting off their weapons
at the firing range in the distance. Which is

to say it’s not surprising that in the past year 
there have been over thirty-thousand gun

deaths in the United States. Which is to say
there are many people I have compassion for, 

like the woman in the gift wrap aisle who maybe
had some kind of slight disability. And there are 

many things that make me furious, like the fact 
that we pay our schoolteachers so little

they have to shop for groceries at Dollar General
at the end of the month because smaller quantities 

cost less. My son’s first grade teacher runs
a family side business called Ruttin’ Camo &

Grafix where she and her husband sell 
Redneck Stemware in camouflage patterns 

made from mason jars, and also custom hydro-
dipped firearms. In their Etsy “About” section

they say they are a small family-owned business.  
They say they started putting hydrographics

on mason jars on a whim, to help pay for expenses 
at gun shows. At gun shows in Virginia, you can 

still purchase a gun, a high-capacity magazine,
an assault weapon with no background check

or waiting period. You need only be 18 and
bring two forms of ID. You can walk off with your

purchase. We’ve seen my son’s first grade teacher
working her family booth at craft fairs, at the Pumpkin

Patch next to the Kettle Corn folks. I always
make him go over to her and say hello.

She is quite strict so he doesn’t always want to,
but I push him toward the camo’d mason jars

on their leggy stems. Say hello to Mrs. Giles,
I say, and he does. What are the details

I’ve left out? That this year I asked my husband
to hang icicle lights from the eaves.  

That each night before bed, one of us opens
the front door, unplugs the extension cord

and the house goes dark.
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“I 
will fix this, if they let me,” says Will 
Harris of White Oak Pastures as he 
machetes through a briar-tangled 

bamboo thicket and scampers over a mossy 
boulder, plunging toward a ruined concrete-
bordered public pool glossed with emerald 
slime and swarmed by dragonflies. For much 
of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
this bottom-of-the-bluff park at the heart 
of Bluffton, a farming town on Georgia’s 
southwestern fringe, was a symbol of civic 
commonwealth for white settlers who staked 
claims after Andrew Jackson killed off and 
kicked out the Creek Indians in 1814. 

Now, like a goodly portion of Bluffton, 
which has shrunk from around three hundred 
people in 1900 to around one hundred today, 
the park is a weed-choked ruin, coursed by a 
spring that burbles through the timbers of a 
fallen dance pavilion. If Harris, a fourth-gen-
eration cattleman, manages to fix this town, 
two miles north of his farm, he will reverse 
a steep decline that began after World War II, 
when farming industrialized and communi-
ties like Bluffton atrophied. 

People have quit this corner of the world 
before. Beginning around A.D. 350, the high 
ground hereabouts, wedged between the 
Chattahoochee and Flint rivers, was home to 
a Native American tribe that farmed corn and 
beans, crafted elegant and expressive stamped 
pottery, and built an earthen mound complex. 
Rulers exercised power through what one 
archeologist described as an “elite hegemony.” 
The result was an advanced society, defined 
by excellence in the arts and pomp in funer-
ary practices. 

That society flourished for more than three 
centuries until around 1,300 years ago, when 
the Kolomoki people abandoned their village 

with its central plaza and flanking berms. The 
temple mounds eroded. White settlers of the 
nineteenth century buried their dead atop the 
funeral mounds and sank marble headstones 
in the tilth. In the twentieth century, amateur 
diggers plundered the mounds for ceramic 
ducks and dun-colored human skulls.

Over the ensuing decades, archeologists 
have returned here again and again to sift de-
bris and try to make sense of why the Native 
Americans departed what was once perhaps 
the largest settlement north of present-day 
Mexico. The rangers at Kolomoki Mounds 
State Park say that the village likely fell out of 
use in A.D. 750, as native people shifted from 
a village-centered life of mostly hunting and 
some farming to smaller settlements focused 
intensely on agriculture. Read another way: 
agricultural methods changed, the economy 
declined, the place emptied.  

Harris, whose great-grandfather began 
working land near the Kolomoki village in 
1866 with the help of one hundred freed 
slaves, puts it succinctly when he speaks of 
Bluffton’s more recent decline. “Bluffton was 
no longer useful,” he tells me, as I finish a 
grass-fed-beef burger at the open-air pavilion 
restaurant he built behind his headquarters, 
downwind from a pit where compost piles 
before it’s converted to fertilizer. “After World 
War II, our economy centralized. Small-town 
gristmills closed. Hardware stores did, too. 
As we centralized, jobs and people moved to 
cities, and Bluffton became irrelevant. It was 
no fucking good to no fucking body.” 

L ike the Kolomoki before him, Harris relies 
on a hegemony in which doing things in 

lockstep with nature—instead of doing things 
hyper-efficiently to speed throughput—is 

the sun around which constellations of ideas 
and businesses spin. Around 1995, Harris 
made a bold bet for the time: believing that 
the world was going to run out of fossil fuels 
before it ran out of land, he ditched high-
yield farming, dependent on chemical inputs. 
Over the last twenty years, he has shifted 
from raising cattle on an industrial model 
and refocused the family operation on grass 
inputs, organic outputs, animal welfare, and 
minimal waste. While Harris switched his 
cattle from grain-fed to grass-fed, he slowly 
converted his customers from commodity 
wholesalers to high-end consumers. In the 
process he has built a farm of 2,500 acres, 
along with two slaughterhouses.

More recently, Harris, now sixty-one and 
joined in the business by two of his three 
daughters, has added nine more species to 
the farm, including rabbits, guinea hens, and 
ducks. His farm has become a sort of show-
place, drawing students of agriculture as well 
as a new generation of agricultural tourists 
who stay in tidy prefab cabins, installed on 
the edge of a pasture amid toothpick-straight 
pines. On a recent night at the pavilion, I ate 
tomato-sauce-swaddled meatballs, made with 
a grind of five different poultry species, and 
drank wine with families that were visiting 
from far-away Portland, Oregon, and close-
by Fort Gaines, seat of government here in 
Clay County. 

“Nature abhors a monoculture,” Harris 
often crows to visitors, who arrive here to 
parse his success. With a bottom-of-the-well 
brogue that inspires linguists to talk of Scot-
tish retentions, and a talent for spersing con-
versations with aphorisms and bullet points 
and profanity, Harris is a good crower. Over 
lunch one day at the pavilion, he says, “I’ve 

The Harris Hegemony
BY   

JOHN T. EDGE

l o c a l  f a r e
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been lucky. So lucky my father said I could shit 
in a swinging bucket.” Speaking of a banker 
who loaned him money during the lean years, 
Harris recalls, “He stuck with me like hair in 
a biscuit.” When Harris describes his cows as 
athletes, he teases the word into three preg-
nant syllables, focusing my attention on the 
idea embedded in the observation. Listen-
ing closely to his elisions, I often hear a new 
word—and then I grasp a new idea. 

After a consultation with animal rights 
activist and educator Temple Grandin, who 
advised him on how to lessen the stress on 
animals before slaughter, Harris began guid-
ing his abattoir-bound cattle through a spi-
ral chute and killing his chickens beneath 
black lights. To get the most of his pastures, 
he now works a Serengeti Plains–inspired 
rotational grazing strategy, in which cows 
are followed by smaller animals like sheep 
and goats, and, finally, birds. Today, Harris 
products—like dehydrated cow trachea chew 
toys, peppermint-flavored beef tallow lip 
balm sticks, one-pound packs of ground beef, 
and two-and-a-half-pound packs of denuded 

turkey heads—are made under the watchful 
eyes of four certification programs, including 
the Humane Farm Animal Care association. 

Like farmer and writer Wendell Berry, Har-
ris is a counterintuitive thinker and drinker. 
Berry, who lives in Kentucky, where all man-
ner of good whiskeys can be had, often drinks 
Scotch and refers to agribusiness as a kind 
of pornography. Harris, who invests just as 
deeply in alternatives to industrialized agri-
culture, drinks 1.5 liter jugs of Yellowtail-
brand shiraz from Australia. “I get my wine 
and my gas at the same place,” he explains. 
His point, I think, is that we all have our 
limits, and it’s wearying to forever stay on 
message. When you live this far out in the 
country, you drink what the stores out on the 
highway sell—and what they sell is industri-
ally produced wine with cute little animals 
on the labels. He’s saying: I’m complicated, 

don’t poster-child me. 

When drinking, Harris turns loquacious. 
He talks of his great-grandfather, a cavalry 
officer in the defeated Confederate army, who, 
like Faulkner’s Thomas Sutpen, “tore vio-

lently a plantation,” working black sharecrop-
pers he paid in Babbitt alloy coins embossed 
with the Harris brand, which they exchanged 
for goods at the farm commissary. He tells 
stories of his father, who left sixth grade to 
become the eyes of his own cataract-blinded 
father and who continued to pay employees 
in Harris scrip until 1946 or ’47, when the 
U.S. Treasury Department lowered the boom. 

Harris repeats these family stories like a 
repertory actor, delivering maxims as punch 
lines, laying on additional details with each 
telling, pausing to recollect and savor absur-
dities. He looks like he could still win a back 
alley bar fight with a stare. But as the bottle 
goes down and the sun follows, he sometimes 
turns sentimental. Twice during recent din-
ners together, he got so emotional talking 
about his farm and his daughters that I saw 
his eyes tear and heard his throat catch.  

H
arris keeps an office in downtown Bluff-
ton in a deconsecrated Methodist church, 

lined with framed press clippings and fam-
ily portraits, decorated with ram skulls and 
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plow frogs and rusted Coke signs. Over the 
altar, where a backlit stained-glass Christ 
once glowed, looms a supersized Harris 
brand, backed by a blond cowhide. On a 
wooden communion table, inscribed with 
the words “Do this in remembrance of me,” 
sits a bleached white bull skull, his gray-
brown horns turned upward like the arms 
of a prayerful supplicant. 

Over the last two decades, as Harris has 
converted his farm from industrial processes 
and built a customer base through sales to 
Publix and Whole Foods and high-end restau-
rants, food obsessives have embraced him as 
their best hope for the humane treatment of 
animals and future-tense organic agriculture. 
But Harris claims he’s not saving anything. 
Other than his own ass. And maybe Bluffton, 
once a symbol of the small-town wealth that 
farm work yielded. 

Jenni Harris, twenty-nine, his middle 
daughter, returned home to help manage 
the processes of a company that now em-
ploys around 130 people. She agrees with 
her father’s description of the farm as a sort 
of benign dictatorship. “You’re guaranteed a 
paycheck even if the tomato crop fails,” she 

says. “Ours failed the last two years. And 
everybody still got paid.” 

Instead of ascribing valor to his work, 
Harris rejects the savior narrative in which 
farmers are the chosen inheritors of a yeo-
man legacy, beatified daily through their 
labors. “If you want to write a story about 
me and virtue,” he says, “it’s going to be a 
goddamn short story.” Instead of preaching 
virtue, Harris acts. Instead of citing Peter and 
Paul, he refers acolytes to agronomist George 
Washington Carver, who wrote, “In nature, 
there is no waste.” 

For Harris, work is a sort of yoga. Mark 
his words and he begins to sound like a Bud-
dhist in cowboy boots. Though he dismisses 
organized religion, when Harris opened the 
dining pavilion he painted the family mantra 
above the serving line: “We pray for plenty 
of good hard work to do and for the strength 
to do it.” Instead of forging a path forward 
for the nation, or even Southwest Georgia, 
he blazes a trail for his family and for the 
increasing number of young people who 
have found new purpose and enterprise in 
a place that has twice emptied and is now 
filling back up. 

W
ill Harris has detractors. The sorts of 
farmers who valorize Jeffersonian small-

holding think he’s too big, too brash, too full 
of bluster and brio. Some locals note that, as 
he refurbishes an abandoned Bluffton store 
and opens a modern farm commissary—out-
fitted with vegetable bins, beef and chicken 
coolers, and a leather shop where tourists 
may buy Harris hides fashioned as wallets and 
belts—he is becoming a latter-day sharecrop-
per lord who controls every step of produc-
tion, from pasture to slaughter to sale. 

The demand for housing in Bluffton has 
surged as White Oak Pastures has expanded. 
“The only way to get a house now is when 
grandma dies,” Harris says. If White Oak 
gets a USDA loan, which Harris has applied 
for and local government has approved, he 
aims to repopulate the town with eleven new 
two-bedroom bungalows. His tenants will be 
young farm employees like the ones I have 
met on visits: a Cornell-educated entomolo-
gist who learned to breed black soldier flies in 
an old grain silo here, a biologist who earned 
his master’s degree from Georgia Tech in biol-
ogy and now designs White Oak Pastures’ 
inventory systems, and Reid Harrison, the 

 

OPENING EVENTS

• $70 million renovation to create  a 2,200-seat, 
   state-of-the-art, multi-purpose performance hall
•  New conference center features a ballroom, 
   fl exible meeting space and a 5,800 s.f. outdoor 
   terrace overlooking the Arkansas River
• New home to Arkansas Symphony Orchestra 
   (ASO), Ballet Arkansas (BA) and Celebrity 
   Attractions’ Broadway Theater Series (CABTS)

•  OPUS BALL, SAT. NOV. 12, 2016
•  ASO - MASTERWORKS: PINES OF ROME, 
    NOV. 19-20, 2016
•  CABTS - TEN TENORS, NOV. 26, 2016
•  ASO - RETURN TO ROBINSON FREE  
   PUBLIC CONCERT, NOV. 30
•  CABTS - ELF THE MUSICAL, DEC. 3-4, 2016
•  BA - THE NUTCRACKER, DEC. 9-11, 2016
•  ASO - POPS: HOME FOR THE HOLIDAYS, 
    DEC. 16-18, 2016
•  MOSCOW BALLET: THE GREAT     
   RUSSIAN NUTCRACKER, DEC. 22, 2016
•  CABTS - ROGERS AND HAMMERSTEIN’S 
    CINDERELLA, JAN. 13-15, 2017
•  ASO - MASTERWORKS: RACHMANINOFF’S 
    PIANO CONCERTO #3, JAN. 28-29, 2017
•  ASO - POPS:  ROCK ON!, FEB. 11-12, 2017
•  ASO - MASTERWORKS:  MAHLER: 
    RESURRECTION, FEB. 25-26, 2017
•  ASO - POPS: IMAGINE: THE MUSIC OF 
    JOHN LENNON, MAR. 4-5, 2017
•  CABTS - THE PHANTOM OF THE OPERA, 
    MAR. 8-19, 2017

ADDITIONAL PERFORMERS AND SHOWS 
STILL TO BE ANNOUNCED

RobinsonCenterSecondAct.com

RO
BIN

SO
N

 C
EN

TER
 

G
RAN

D R
E-

O
PEN

IN
G

 

AN
D R

IB
BO

N
 C

U
TTIN

G
 –

 

N
O

VEM
BER

 10
, 2

016



- 53 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r g

culinary school–educated chef who runs the 
pavilion kitchen and lives in a camper van. 

As Harris buys up privet-tangled lots in 
Bluffton, he stabilizes houses to prevent them 
from toppling, builds new ones, and worries 
some of his neighbors who say—sometimes 
out loud—that their town will soon become 
a gulag for farm workers. When I stop to visit 
with a woman whose property abuts a Harris 
holding, she spews venom, saying that Bluff-
ton was a fine little town until White Oak 
Pastures began housing some of its people 
here. “He told me he would put a nice fam-
ily in, but he put a black family in,” she says, 
gesturing across the street. “Now he’s turning 
this into a ghetto, and these people are driv-
ing up and down the road with their music 
going bump a thump, bump a thump.” Her 
rant showcases how fears impede change in 
places like this, where an offer to clean up 
the park and a plan to repopulate the town 
can be seen more like a threat than a promise.  

If the woman’s accusation is true, then 
Harris is building a ghetto where he expects 
his own children to live. One block from 
where Harris plans to build a rank of farm 
worker homes, his daughter Jodi Harris Ben-
oit, who manages tours and tourism, and her 
husband, John, who manages poultry and hog 
operations, make their home in a trim cottage 
shaded by a pecan tree, with a sprawling yard 
and a dog run around back. 

M
ore than twenty years have passed since 
Harris recognized that, if this wedge of 

land between the rivers was going to prove 
useful again, he had to change the way he 
works it. To accomplish that, Harris has 
opened his mind to more than new methods 
of farming. He has embraced new notions of 
community and new definitions of family. 
Taking stock of the ways regressive thinking 
had previously limited his life and work, 
Harris put it this way to a friend of mine: “I 
was raised to be racist and homophobic, but 
then I realized that shit don’t work.”

This place is no panacea. Casual racism 
informs life. Whites who work at White Oak 
Pastures occasionally drop a register when 
they talk about blacks, as if they know what 
they’re saying is offensive, but they can’t 
help themselves. Both blacks and whites in 
this isolated corner of southwestern Georgia 
seem to be struggling through a thicket of 
mistrust, trying to find their way, notching 
trees as they go. 

Harris is quick to say that he descends from 

a long line of devils who did everything in 
their power to retain the land they inherited 
and expand their holdings while fighting off 
challengers. Today, Harris tries his best to 
reconcile his past and lead by example. When 
he quotes his forebears, he often embeds 
parenthetical apologies, saying, “My father, 
who was a racist, liked to say…”  

Chad Hunter, thirty-six, whose grand-
father once amassed so much pastureland 
nearby that Ebony magazine profiled him in 
1972 as the “1,000-Acre Tycoon,” returned 
home to Bluffton, in part because he saw pos-
sibilities in what Harris was doing. Hunter 
didn’t parse this world into black and white. 
Hunter saw green. Early in his life, that habit 
translated into a gig at a family trucking com-
pany, where money turned quickly, and dal-
liances at a neighboring funeral home, where 
Hunter learned to arrange flowers. 

After a fitful run through college, Hunter 
resettled on his father’s farm, where he recog-
nized that, if he worked with Harris, he could 
cut and vase flowers and bake cakes for the 
pavilion restaurant, while learning how best 
to convert his family herd from grain to grass. 
Earlier this year, Hunter slaughtered his first 
grass-fed Animal Welfare–certified cow. 

When he printed business cards for the new 
company, he used a photograph of his grandfa-
ther on the obverse. In the original snapshot, 
John W. Hunter leaned against a fence with 
three grain silos in the background. To signal 
a new era, Chad Hunter Photoshopped out 
the silos and tagged the image with the logo 
for the American Grassfed Association. To 
telegraph his intent, he conceived a marketing 
slogan that could work for White Oak, too: 
“Same family, same farm, different rules.” 

It’s hard to apply the old binaries to 
White Oak Pastures, where Jenni Harris, 
now pregnant with the first member of the 
sixth generation of Harrises to call this place 
home, lives with her wife, Amber Reece, 
in the house where Will Harris grew up. 
She’s proud to be out, but she’s no activist. 
“I decided a long time ago that it was better 
to live out all the reasons you’re the same,” 
she says, “instead of yelling about all the 
reasons you’re different.” 

When Jenni talks about the rigmarole 
she and her wife navigated to conceive, she 
sounds like her father railing against ill-
conceived USDA regulations. “Before we 
could inseminate, we both had to go through 
an hour of psychiatric evaluation,” she says, 
rocking on the front porch with Amber, who 

handles social media and specialty products 
for White Oak Pastures. “And then once 
our baby is born, Amber will have to adopt 
it. That’s just fucked up.” Jenni broadcasts a 
boldness and surety that will likely make her 
the next Harris to run White Oak Pastures. 
“Can you imagine two raunchy teenagers, 
who are going to make a baby in the backseat 
of a car, having to do all that?” 

W
hen I hear the Harris family talk about 
their lives and the prospects for South-

west Georgia, a Lou Reed song from 1989 
floats into my head. In “Beginning of a Great 
Adventure,” Reed sings of raising a “little 
liberal army in the woods.” If the world is 
going to hell in a croker sack—and it sure 
looks that way right about now—then the 
only escape, Reed says, is to retreat, to fashion 
your own future out in the pines beyond the 
reach of the crazies. 

White Oak Pastures is no liberal enclave. 
If I were to assign it a political identity, I’d 
guess Libertarian. That said, the people who 
live and work here do constitute a sort of 
army. They are young. (Only eleven of 128 
employees are older than forty.) They are 
well paid, when compared to other work-
ers in southwestern Georgia. (The average 
hourly employee at White Oak Pastures 
earns around $35,000 per year.) They live 
in the woods. And many of them seem to 
share Will Harris’s belief that honest farm 
work is a yoga worth practicing. 

In the town of Bluffton, where the only 
place a soul can now spend money is the post 
office, Will Harris’s gambits foretell social 
and economic headway. That promise is on 
my mind when a second song floats into my 
head, this time from the speakers mounted 
in the White Oak Pastures boxing room, 
where, between conversations, I return again 
and again to watch a cutlass-wielding team of 
twelve in blood-smeared smocks break down 
beef and pork carcasses and pack them in 
pasteboard for shipment across the country. 
Work in the red meat abattoir, where men kill 
and gut eight-hundred-pound cows in rapid 
succession, is harder than this, more stark in 
a man-versus-beast way. These boxing room 
tasks, on the other hand, are collaborative and 
balletic, often propelled by a looping Killer 
Mike rap that rhymes the words pulpit and 
bullshit and keeps the little army churning, 
progressing, yielding a Bluffton that may 
yet prove some fucking good to some fuck-
ing body. ø
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T
he first day I showed up for the 

Earth First! rehearsal in Lake Worth, 

Florida, a small coastal town thirty-

five miles north of Fort Lauderdale, 

I walked in late to find a dozen 

tattooed people pretending to be a machine. 

Tentatively at first and then with increasing 

enthusiasm, they pantomimed the pulling of 

levers and the pushing of buttons and other 

nonsensical but orderly tasks.

Travels in 

Radical Florida

By Rachel Monroe
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“Now the machine speeds up,” instructed 
Maren, the rosy-cheeked Minnesotan who 
was codirecting the musical. The imaginary-
lever pulling became a little more frantic. 
“Now it’s breaking down!” Everyone’s 
movements became strained; a guy in a black 
hoodie bounced like a deranged spring. 

For the next exercise, Maren had the group 
make something called a “fear machine,” 
which involved lots of cowering and point-
ing. “Okay, now let’s make a deep ecology 
machine,” she said. For a moment, no one 
moved. Then a slender woman in black boots 
stepped into the middle of the circle. She 
closed her eyes and began undulating to 
some internal rhythm, making soft swish-
ing sounds with her mouth. Slowly, other 
people joined in. The movements of the deep 
ecology machine involved a lot of gentle 
swaying, as if this were an instrument made 
by engineers high on Ecstasy instead of Ad-
derall. This machine ran on longer than any 
of the others had; for some reason, everyone 
had started making a soft purring sound. It 
was nice. 

After a few minutes, Maren ended it. “I 
was going to say, ‘Now there’s an oil spill,’ 
and make you play that out,” she said, “but 
this was going so well.” They could, she 
decided, invoke the oil spill tomorrow.

Most people in the room were not 
Floridians; instead, they lived in fringe 
towns—Ithaca, Bloomington, Oakland—
where the rent was cheap enough that radical 
politics could flourish. They wore black 
boots and rode bikes; they all seemed to 
know each other from protests and actions 
and summers spent picking blueberries in 
Maine. 

They were here because, in October 2015, 
just as the winter chill had started to creep 
into people’s bones, a flyer began circulating 
among activists, inviting anyone willing and 
able to travel to sunny Lake Worth for the 
month of February “to help devise, build, 
perform and otherwise scheme on” a musical 
that celebrated the history and philosophy of 
the radical environmental group Earth First! 
(In 2010, Earth First! had moved its publish-
ing operation from Tucson to Lake Worth, 
making the town the de facto headquarters 
of the diffuse, controversial organization.) 
“The show will involve audiences writing to 
political prisoners, cast members repelling 
[sic] down cardboard redwoods, and seating 
based on willingness to risk arrest,” the flyer 
promised. “Hurrah!”

I
n my daydream version of myself, I’m bad-
der and bolder. I risk arrest, have a compli-
cated, asymmetrical haircut, and make rich 

people uncomfortable. There is, after all, a lot 
that’s wrong with the world, and plenty of 
things that could use some smashing, or at 
least a little shaking up. 

The punkest I ever felt was when I was 
a teenager, on family trips to Florida. I’d 
climb in my parents’ rental minivan and stare 
moonily out the window as they kept up their 
bland, parental patter in the front seat; as we 
left the industrial outskirts of the airport and 
started to drive by stupidly huge houses, 
multitiered and festooned with balconies, I 
became aware of a rebelliousness rising up 
inside me. Florida was all big cars, strip malls 
built over wetlands, bars nursing the long 
hangover between Spring Breaks—and I hated 
it. I wasn’t used to feeling unequivocal about 
anything, and it was liberating to be so free 
of doubt, so certain in my anger. In Florida, I 
subjected my family to impassioned speeches 
about how civilization was on the verge of 
collapse, how every human was fat and 
greedy, how we all deserved the apocalypse 
we clearly seemed to be making for ourselves. 
But I was a human, too, so the whole time I 
was also busy resenting myself. And all the 
while the ocean was right there, collapsing in 
on itself in little implosions of foam. It was 
hard to notice it; I was too preoccupied with 
everyone else’s bad values, their wrong idea 
of what was beautiful. 

Once I was back home in Virginia, though, 
I would sink back into my old self again, my 
moderate soul, my desire to see everyone get 
along. As I’ve grown older, I’ve only got-
ten more compromised and compromising. 
But what hasn’t changed is my infatuation 
with people more rebellious than I am, the 
ones who can conduct their social (or actual) 
sabotage wholeheartedly, without any of my 
anxious hemming and hawing—my friend 
Donna, for instance, who got involved with 
Earth First! as a teenager in the early 2000s. 
That was the era of the tree sits, when Ju-
lia Butterfly Hill got famous for spending 
738 days living in a 1,000-year-old redwood 
named Luna. There was something happen-
ing in the Pacific Northwest then, a wave of 
energy carrying forward from the 1999 World 
Trade Organization protests in Seattle, lots 
of black hoodies and talk about the immi-
nence and inevitability of “the rev.” It never 

occurred to me to go see it for myself—but 
Donna’s the kind of person who would, and 
did, dive right in.

Since then she’s gone on to get a master’s de-
gree in experimental theater and remained one 
of my most consistently radical friends, with 
her power tools and polyamory and shadow-
puppet workshops in Palestine. A few sum-
mers ago, she convinced a few dozen punks to 
camp in a field in Vermont for a month while 
they assembled an unauthorized DIY version 
of Les Misérables. They toured the musical up 
and down the East Coast, performing in the 
unconventional venues—galleries, squats, 
abandoned buildings—that Donna seems to 
prefer. The Baltimore show was held in the 
weedy backyard of the warehouse I was ille-
gally living in at the time. I’d always thought 
of Les Mis as a show for theater nerds with 
boring and obvious taste, like Cats or Phantom 
but with more sad-girl solos. But Donna’s 
staging—the multi-gendered sex workers, 
sinister police officer, and ramshackle barri-
cade—surprised me. She’d somehow managed 
to find something ecstatic, even revolution-
ary, underneath the Broadway sheen. 

Last year, Donna emailed me the flyer she’d 
made to promote the Earth First! production 
and invited me to come along. I thought: I 
don’t think so. But everything Donna does 
seems to gather a force of inevitability around 
it. A few days later, I found myself thinking: 
Well, maybe. And then I thought: Okay. 

E
arth First! was founded in 1979 by a 
group of self-described “rednecks for 
wilderness” inspired by Edward Ab-

bey’s 1975 ode to environmental subversion, 
The Monkey Wrench Gang. In the beginning, 
their version of activism involved equal parts 
sabotage and political theater. It was a time 
when corporate logging and development 
interests were gnawing away at the West’s 
few remaining wild places; the EF! activists, 
alarmed by how slow-moving and complicit 
the mainstream environmental movement 
was, opted to go gonzo. The situation was 
dire, and cheery Earth Day platitudes about 
how recycling would save the planet didn’t 
cut it anymore. And so throughout the 1980s 
and ’90s, Earth First!ers defaced billboards 
and bicycle-locked themselves to bulldoz-
ers; they cut down power lines and got in 
screaming fights with loggers. They also had 
a lot of fun: Once, they dressed up like wood-
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land creatures and crashed a meeting of the 
California Board of Forestry, declaring them-
selves the true representatives of the woods. 
Another time, they interrupted the Secretary 
of the Interior’s visit to Glen Canyon with an 
elaborately staged fake funeral for the Colo-
rado River, complete with mannequins and 
floating coffins. Their tactics were unapolo-
getically confrontational and often destruc-
tive. Ecodefense, the EF! monkeywrenching 
manual, includes sections on “stink bombs,” 
“tire flattening,” “plugging waste discharge 
pipes,” and “pursuit and evasion,” as well as 
“miscellaneous deviltry.” 

Earth First! is often described as a radical 
environmentalist movement, in part because 
of this penchant for lawbreaking direct action. 
But in those early years, their rhetoric was 
considered radical, too. While the group’s ac-
tions were often hyper-local, they were ahead 
of the curve in speaking about environmental 
devastation in terms of interdependent sys-
tems—how clear-cutting a forest damaged not 
only the trees, but also caused erosion that 
would degrade soil and ruin rivers, for ex-
ample. Even more difficult for the mainstream 
environmentalists to swallow was EF!’s overt 
misanthropy. (EF! cofounder Dave Foreman 
once said that he’d welcome the coming ice age 
“as a much needed cleansing,” and that he saw 
“no possible solution to our ruination of Earth 
except for a drastic reduction of the human 
population.”) In retrospect, though, at least 
some of their pessimism appears prescient. 
“Foreman and his friends were among the 
first people to realize the true depth of the 
environmental crisis,” Susan Zakin writes 
in Coyotes and Town Dogs, her history of the 
movement. Reading about the early years of 
Earth First!, all that Western swagger and 
self-righteous aggression, makes the organiza-
tion’s activists sound like the most difficult 
kind of assholes: ones who are in the right. 
And while the movement has changed—these 
days, Earth First! is less misanthropic and 
more concerned with wider concerns of social 
justice, particularly the overlap between mass 
incarceration and environmental degrada-
tion—the basic let’s-fuck-things-up ethos of 
EF! has remained consistent. 

But even as some of EF!’s ideas have increas-
ingly been absorbed into the mainstream, the 
movement has been struggling. The group 
was damaged badly by post-9/11 panic, when 
eco-activists who’d plotted minor acts of sabo-
tage were snagged by sting operations and 
prosecuted as terrorists. (A few have since 

been released after a judge ruled that their 
convictions were based on entrapment; oth-
ers are still serving multi-decade sentences.) 
The subsequent paranoia poisoned the group’s 
freewheeling, fun-loving attitude. At the 
same time, the old guard of hard-drinking, 
macho rural Westerners clashed with the 
younger, urban activists who wanted to cre-
ate a more inclusive culture. Internal debates 
erupted around how much EF! should focus 
on issues like mass incarceration and indig-
enous rights, as well as the homophobia, 
misogyny, and racism within the movement. 

And so a couple questions hovered around 
the margins of any discussion of the play: 
Would the production be a reinvigoration of 
Earth First!’s radical approach, a validation of 
extreme tactics in our era of escalating envi-
ronmental disasters? Or was the musical more 
of a memorial to a mode of protest—local, 
romantic, small-scale—that didn’t really have 
a place in the era of climate change? 

O
n the next day of rehearsal, Donna wore 
a thrift-store sweatshirt that read THIS IS 

NO ORDINARY HOUSEWIFE YOU’RE DEALING 

WITH and giant earrings that included a mouse 
skull and a curtain of fringe. Her hair was piled 
haphazardly on top of her head, and she looked 
like a messy mermaid, or a happy witch.

She told me that the musical was “not a 
satire and not a history and not a homage—but 
maybe more of a homage than anything else. 
I keep thinking about Hair, and Rent, these 
shows that try to capture a particular subcul-
ture at a particular moment.” We were talking 
during a break while everyone snacked on 
chocolate-covered Oreos frosted with Hanuk-
kah symbols; the previous night, someone had 
raided the fancy chocolate store’s dumpster.

“Musicals take place in a heightened real-
ity,” Donna said. “The stakes start out so 
high—and then when the first person breaks 
into song, it’s like a quantum leap of intensi-
ty.” That intensity was nicely suited to stories 
of radical movements, with their emphasis on 
direct action and dramatic swings between 
triumph and despair. The story of Earth First!, 
which involves betrayal, sabotage, govern-
ment infiltration, and attempted murder, was 
positively operatic. 

But the musical wasn’t even the biggest 
news in Lake Worth’s radical community that 
month. Ryan Hartman, an Earth First! mem-
ber and self-described anarchist, had decided 

to run for a spot on the city commission. If 
he won, he’d be the second anarchist to hold 
public office in Lake Worth in less than a de-
cade. You wouldn’t necessarily expect radical 
politics to find such a substantial foothold 
in Palm Beach County, one of the richest 
counties in the state, which is home to both 
Donald Trump’s Mar-a-Lago mansion and the 
headquarters of the white supremacist web-
site Stormfront. Lake Worth has long been a 
cheap and diverse outlier in the Palm Beach 
region, a place where old-school hippies, re-
cent immigrants, and young activists—or “the 
crazies, the communists, the socialists,” as a 
Lake Worth attorney told a local conservative 
website in 2011—could afford to enjoy South 
Florida’s mango trees and February sunshine. 
That year, the town elected its first Republi-
can mayor in years. Hartman’s candidacy was 
part of a larger effort to take Lake Worth back 
from the pro-development faction. 

The day before I arrived in Lake Worth, I’d 
received a flurry of emails from the musical’s 
organizers. It seemed as though someone in 
town had found a copy of the flyer inviting 
activists from around the country to visit Lake 
Worth and smelled a conspiracy. Wes Black-
man, a prolific and often furious local blogger, 
was increasingly adamant that Earth First! the 
Musical was a ruse for importing anarchists to 
town in the weeks before the election. They’d 
register to vote, Blackman and others wor-
ried, taking advantage of Florida’s somewhat 
relaxed proof-of-address requirements, and 
then they’d stuff the ballot box for Hartman. 
“They will be making decisions for you, the 
taxpayers,” candidate Andy Amoroso warned 
his constituents during a forum. The musical 
was gaining a new, urgent energy as the cam-
paign season became increasingly theatrical.

To avoid jeopardizing Hartman’s campaign, 
the musical’s participants were warned to be 
particularly careful not to create any undue 
cause for alarm. I was instructed not to park 
on the wrong side of the street, and definitely 
not to sleep in my car. Like all the other new-
comers, I was also provided a hand-drawn 
map with local points of interest. If all maps 
encode particular values, this one prioritized 
thrift, sneakiness, and good food; the points of 
interest included taco trucks, a cheap produce 
market, and prime dumpsters for scavenging. 
At one edge of the map, a jagged line denoted 
Lake Worth’s long stretch of coast. This part of 
town was marked by a skull and crossbones, 
and a warning: “Rich people! Cop calling 
condo dwellers! Beware!”
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The map also showed the house where I 
was staying, one of a handful of spots in town 
that served as crash pads for activists passing 
through. The yard’s plants were overgrown 
and abundant, giving the house a feeling of 
jungly seclusion from the street. Inside, the 
furniture was thrifted, the walls were covered 
in flyers from last year’s shows, and there was 
a persistent, not unpleasant, yeasty smell. 
A handful of people lived there full-time, 
and the building was also where the Earth 
First! Journal was produced. A number of 
short-term visitors—myself included—were 
sleeping in the empty rooms, and on the roof, 
and in the yard. 

All over the house there were Sharpied 
signs aimed at transients like us, instructing 
us about how to take out the trash and keep 
the toilet functioning. An alarming number 
of these signs were about rats. “Definitely 
don’t put any fruit in the fruit bowl,” one 
of my new temporary roommates, a skinny 
eighteen-year-old named Wes, told me. There 
was a gravity in his voice that suggested that it 
was a lesson he’d learned firsthand. It seemed 
that the rats had formed a kind of anarchist 
colony of their own, refusing to cower be-
fore the oppressive authority of humans, or 
even politely scurry away when the lights 
flicked on. The Earth First!ers, true to their 
biocentric beliefs, were opposed to poison 
and traditional rat assassination methods. 
Instead, a sign requested visitors’ help with 
a complicated system of humane DIY bucket 
traps, which involved transporting the rats to 
a distant field where they could live out their 
days in peace. So far, it seemed, that system 
had not been entirely effective. “They won’t 
hurt you,” Wes assured me. We were standing 
in the kitchen. The house was already inspir-
ing in me a general anxiety about surfaces, 
which manifested in a desire to remain on my 
feet at all times. “Except there was this one 
girl who opened up the cabinet and one did 
jump out at her. So if you hear them in the 
cabinet, maybe don’t open the door.”

T
he other people in town for the play were 
going out for karaoke, but I opted to go 
to an election event at the Lake Worth 

Scottish Rite Masonic Center. I wanted to 
see Hartman’s campaign in action. As I sat 
in a metal folding chair and waited for the 
candidates’ forum to begin, I stared at a giant 
mural depicting the town’s founding. There 

were kings and slaves, billowing smoke, a 
tepee, a handful of grimacing, loinclothed na-
tives. An ambivalent origin story, I thought. 
Or perhaps it was supposed to be celebratory. 
Maybe the ambivalence was all mine.

Eventually, the woman who organized the 
meeting walked to the front of the room. 
She looked to be holding a lot of tension in 
her shoulders. “This is the first time I’ve put 
together a political event, and I don’t think 
I’ll do it again,” she said. “Some of the phone 
calls I’ve gotten today . . .” She trailed off, 
shaking her head. 

The candidates occupied the tables at the 
front of the room. Hartman, a tall, brown-
haired man in his mid-thirties, was the only 
one wearing a suit and tie. He was also the 
only one with visible tattoos. At an earlier 
campaign event, someone had asked the can-
didates to list the most recent book on lead-
ership they’d read. One mentioned a book 
by Donald Trump. Hartman said something 
vague about nonviolent communication, and 
then a small smile flashed over his face, as if 
his inner imp had just gained the upper hand 
over his better instincts as a candidate. He held 
up both his fists and displayed his knuckle 
tattoos to the crowd. They say: BOOK WORM. 

Small-town local politics are a blood sport; 
that has been particularly true in Lake Worth. 
The day before the Masonic meeting, after 
another campaign event, a woman heard I 
was a writer and handed me a sheaf of papers. 
“Check this out,” she said. And then, as if to 
warn, or perhaps excite, me: “It’s disgusting.” 
The samizdat listed Hartman’s aliases (“On-
ion,” “Joseph Parmalee”) and included several 
screenshots of his Facebook page. I learned 
that, on July 4, 2012, Hartman had posted 
a picture of an American flag on fire and the 
comment “Happy holiday sheep.” On Octo-
ber 22, 2014: “Happy Fuck the Police Day! 
Remember children, All Cops Are Bastards! 
Have a great day!” There were pages and pages 
like that. The pamphlet was just one of the 
ways that Hartman’s political opponents had 
been attempting to smear him as an anarchist 
who didn’t like cops. The accusations had 
been difficult for Hartman to argue with, 
since he is an anarchist who doesn’t like cops. 

At the Masonic Center, the candidates 
stood up for their five minutes of speechify-
ing. They seemed to be addressing a Lake 
Worth very different from the one I had been 
hanging out in. They said things like “our 
quaint town,” fretted about potholes, and 
promised to lower electricity rates. One iden-

tified himself repeatedly as a native Floridian; 
another made fond, sexist jokes about his wife. 
When Hartman stood up to take his turn, 
the room seemed primed for confrontation. 
As Hartman made his way to the front, the 
incumbent mayor’s assistant, a blond man 
whom I had previously mistaken for a high 
school student, hissed “Onion!” in a voice 
loud enough to be heard by everyone. But 
Hartman surprised us all by talking about pot-
holes, too. The most antagonistic moment was 
when he requested that his opponents stop 
calling him a terrorist. The meeting moved 
on, disappointingly uneventful.

Even though I was staying in Hartman’s 
house, he’d been busy campaigning and I 
didn’t meet him until the event was over. Up 
close, his face seemed somehow out of focus; 
after I saw photos of him from his precandi-
dacy days, when he wore a bushy beard, I 
thought: Ah, that’s it. He didn’t look quite 
right clean-shaven. The candidate forum had 
frustrated him—the whole campaign had been 
frustrating, actually. In his world, his views 
weren’t extreme. In fact, by running for of-
fice, he was in some ways legitimizing the 
state instead of smashing it, thus announcing 
himself as a kind of moderate. “The funny 
thing is, last year at a campfire meeting we 
were all supposed to tell our biggest secret,” 
he told me. “And my secret was that I think 
some cops are people, too.”

A
long with its anarchists, Lake Worth is 
populated by a curious collection of sub-
cultures, which makes the town some-

times feel like an exercise in experimental 
demographics. The largest freestanding cross 
in South Florida looms above the Epiphany 
Lutheran Church; it also serves as a cell phone 
tower. There is a significant LGBT population, 
particularly weighted toward the L side of the 
equation. (The town used to have a popular 
coffee shop called Les Beans, but it closed 
when the two women who owned it broke up; 
now one of them runs Mother Earth Sanctuary 
Cafe, which claims to have the largest selec-
tion of veggie burgers in the country and to be 
possessed by “a powerful spirit presence of a 
Native American Priestess whose name (short 
version) is Hade.”) In other corners of the 
world, Lake Worth is better known as “Little 
Finland in the Sun” because it is home to the 
largest number of Finns outside Scandinavia. 
There are also significant Haitian and Guate-
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malan communities, which means that Lake 
Worth residents enjoy a Creole radio station 
and their pick of pupuserias. Another cohort is 
in Lake Worth to dry out or detox; the town’s 
dozen or so rehab facilities are felt through the 
slow-moving men walking through down-
town, holding their bodies as if everything 
hurts. They also congregate in a dimly lit, 
vaguely tiki-themed downtown bar that serves 
kava, a nonalcoholic plant-based brew from 
Polynesia. Kava tastes like leaf-flavored dirt 
and is supposed to be relaxing. ALCOHOL IS SO 

2014 reads the sign out front. (The one time 
Donna and I went in, the bartender was talking 
enthusiastically about a guy who made gun-
shaped bongs, or bong-shaped guns—it was 
difficult to tell. The kava had the consistency 
of an organic face mask and tasted foul. I would 
not describe the experience as relaxing.)

The anarchists and Earth First!ers have a 
complex relationship with the town. Some 
people roll their eyes at their in-your-face 
tactics, but their organizational abilities are 
admired by many, and they’ve forged alli-
ances with fellow activist groups focusing on 
immigration and indigenous issues. They’re 
also just, well, local characters: A few years 
ago, a producer working with a Palm Beach 
theater company got in touch with some of 
the local Earth First!ers. She was helping put 
together a production of the musical Hair, 

she said, but the young, professional actors 
in the cast were having a hard time letting 
loose. Would the EF! activists be interested in 
coming to a cast party at her house next week, 
one EF!er recalled her asking, getting stoned, 
and letting their freak flags fly in front of the 
younger kids? Oh, and she’d heard that some 
of the EF!ers did nude modeling for local art 
classes—maybe they could get naked onstage, 
too? For money?

“The real-life ‘Hair’ hippies aren’t acting,” 
read the headline in the Palm Beach Post a few 
months later. The review went on to praise 
the EF! members for being “reliably naked.” 
During one performance, one of the activists 
was heckled by a theatergoer who told him 
to get a job. “I do have a job,” he replied. “I’m 
getting paid $20 an hour to play a hippie who 
doesn’t have a job.” 

T
he anarchists were starting to drive me 
crazy—or maybe I was just troubled by 
my own growing certainty that I am not 

and likely will never be a monkeywrencher, 

that my heart has little miscellaneous deviltry 
within it. At the car rental place, I’d been as-
signed a maroon minivan. When I pushed the 
button on the key fob, the van made a happy 
little chirp and its doors slid open before I 
even touched them. “It was the cheapest op-
tion!” I wanted to say every time I felt the 
anarchists look askance at me. But of course 
it wasn’t the cheapest option; other people 
had taken overnight Greyhound buses to get 
to Lake Worth; two men had biked here from 
upstate New York.

At one rehearsal I sat in the corner and 
watched three people improv a skit about 
an evil logger. I wrote “evil logger” in my 
notebook. A woman recited an awkwardly 
rhyming poem about Walmart with a level 
of enthusiasm that left me exhausted. One 
of the performers, a bearded guy who always 
seemed to be toting around various serious-
looking volumes of early-twentieth-century 
anarchist theory, sat down next to me.

“Do you write from an anarchist perspec-
tive?” he asked. He was cute; for the briefest 

B

Come see what

looks like.
  

      Art from everywhere.
An experience for everyone.
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moment, I considered saying yes. Wasn’t I an 
anarchist inside my heart?

“No,” I said eventually. I didn’t want him, 
or anyone, to get the wrong idea. We couldn’t 
think of what to say to each other after that, 
and so we were both quiet.

I found myself inventing excuses to leave 
play practice early. I skipped one rehearsal 
to go driving around town with Panagioti 
Tsolkas, whose decade-plus of involvement 
with Earth First! made him one of the 
movement’s old hands. We hopped in his car 
and headed down to the county offices to drop 
off a notice of appeal for the ongoing legal 
battle Earth First! was waging against Scripps, 
a biomedical company that was planning to 
develop the Briger Forest, one of the last 
remaining wild areas in Palm Beach County’s 
I-95 corridor. (Paperwrenching, the process 
of blocking or at least gumming up proposed 
development projects via extended litigation, 
is monkeywrenching’s less glamorous cousin.)

The walls of the county offices were a 
soothing, institutional blue. “You can just 
leave that here,” the man at the front desk 
said. Panagioti, who looks like a world-weary 
version of Luke Wilson, smiled disarmingly. 
“I’ll wait here,” he said. “I don’t trust these 
people. In life, or in litigation.” 

We waited in the air-conditioned chill of 
the lobby and talked about the musical. “If 
it’s at the point where something ends up in 
a museum or a play, is it a tribute?” he mused. 
“Does that mean it’s over?” 

That night I couldn’t sleep in the anarchist 
house. The blankets smelled faintly of cat 
pee, but it was cold so I huddled underneath 
them anyway. In the kitchen, I could hear 
the scufflings of rats up to their midnight 
business. The end of the world felt more 
pressing than usual, and I felt old and useless 
in the face of it.

The next morning, I snuck out of the house 
and drove the minivan to Lake Worth’s ag-
gressively quaint downtown. I ate breakfast 
at an overpriced diner; a sign in the window 
proclaimed support for one of Hartman’s en-
emies. I was increasingly getting the sense 
that Hartman’s campaign wasn’t doing so well, 
that his heart wasn’t in the fight, but no one 
wanted to admit it. No one seemed all that 
eager to go door-knocking. The diner’s cus-
tomers were cops and civic workers; I listened 
to them exchange banal municipal gossip with 
the waitress and told myself I was conducting 
research, but I think I actually just wanted 
someone else to cook my food. 

Later that day I met with Wes Blackman, 
the blogger who’d been leading the anti-Hart-
man, anti-musical faction. The anarchists’ 
nemesis turned out to be a tall, broad-bodied 
man who spoke so reasonably and blandly—
about the history of zoning ordinances in 
the town, and height restrictions, and other 
wonky city-planning topics—that I nearly 
forgot the rancor he embodied online. “I’m a 
liberal Democrat, but the political spectrum 
in Lake Worth is skewed so terribly that most 
people here would see me as a right-wing 
Republican type,” he told me. “They think 
that money is an evil, that people having 
the ability to make money somehow is a bad 
thing, that there’s greed involved. That if 
someone’s making profits, that’s not the way 
it should be, and we should live at a subsis-
tence level so other people can live better? 
I’ve really tried to figure it out, and I end up 
scratching my head.”

We sat on a park bench, and Blackman told 
me about how in the mid-2000s, Lake Worth 
elected its first anarchist official, a special-ed 
teacher and longtime activist named Cara 
Jennings. Jennings’s election had resulted 
in a small flurry of attention because of how 
improbable she seemed as a civil servant. As 
a teenager, she’d started a radical cheerlead-
ing troupe with her sister; they’d traveled 
to protests throughout the country, chant-
ing slogans like “We are the cheerleaders of 
the REVOLUTION / Here to tell you about 
the only solution!” Her election resulted in 
apocalyptic panic among some locals: how 
could they have a town representative who 
refused to say the Pledge of Allegiance? 
“What concerns me about Cara Jennings is 
the fact that she hates America,” Lake Worth’s 
former mayor told the Palm Beach Post. But 
Jennings was also a Lake Worth native with 
a long history of local engagement who’d 
been attending city commission meetings 
for months. And so, for a handful of years, 
a small progressive faction led by Jennings 
essentially ran the town of Lake Worth. They 
were actively unfriendly to developers and 
enacted environmental rules that made the 
coastal condo associations very unhappy; ac-
cording to Blackman, this “no growth” faction 
on the city commission was the main reason 
there was no new commercial investment in 
the town for more than four years. 

Blackman told this story as if he thought 
it would shock me, but instead I found it 
encouraging. I was suddenly on the side of 
the anarchists again; as long as Blackman was 

there, I felt radical. “I guess what they would 
say is that [commercial development] is bad, 
in that it leads to environmental degrada-
tion and inequality. And, you know, they’re 
saying, ‘We want to opt out, we don’t want 
to participate in the system that causes all 
these problems,’” I said to him. “To me, that’s 
not an insane way of thinking.” I wanted to 
articulate a sentiment that felt almost too 
big and slippery for words. But maybe: The 
possibility that things didn’t have to be the 
way they were, in all their disappointment 
and violence and stupidity. The value of be-
lieving that things could be different.

“No,” Blackman said. He was quiet for 
a little while. “But it’s very idealistic. Are 
you really going to have that much of an ef-
fect? You know, the pebble in the water—are 
the ripples going to go out from here? Or is 
this just some little utopian area that’s being 
created?”

Back at play rehearsal, everyone was stand-
ing under a shade tarp in the backyard, prac-
ticing “I Want to Spend the End of the World 
with You,” a romantic song about the apoca-
lypse. It was just as cheesy and effective as the 
other EF! songs (“Remember the Sunflow-
ers,” “Dancing on the Ruins of Multinational 
Corporations”) I’d heard so far. This was not 
an accident: Dave Foreman, EF!’s cofounder, 
had studied anthropology and was insistent 
that, in order to truly enact change, EF! had to 
be not just an organization but a movement. 
That entailed creating an entire alternative 
culture—and so there are EF! games and jokes 
and lore, famous figures, and beloved songs. 

“A lot of the songs they’re practicing are 
the ones people used to sing around the 
campfire,” Panagioti had told me. But at the 
group’s annual Rendezvous—essentially a 
combination campout/convention/wilder-
ness party—he said, “Less and less of them 
know them each year. By now practically 
no one knows how to play them on guitar. 
Now they’re just sung a cappella, because 
we remember the words. But people aren’t 
learning these Earth First! classics anymore.”

Between songs, I whispered to Donna, 
“Wes Blackman isn’t that bad.”

“Maybe we should invite him to the per-
formance,” she said thoughtfully.

I had been more of an observer than a par-
ticipant at the rehearsals so far, particularly 
during the musical numbers. The fact is that 
I am a terrible singer. But it was my last day. I 
sang tentatively and self-consciously at first, 
aware of the particular failures of my voice, its 
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S P E C I A L  A D V E R T I S I N G  S E C T I O N

Now that  i t ’s  f inal ly  gett ing cooler  outs ide ,  it’s time for us to leave the safety of our air 

conditioners. We can take our bikes out and explore new places, or watch the leaves change 

in our backyard. For you, maybe Fall means camping and comfort food, or maybe it’s 

touchdowns and tailgating—either way, we hope this special Oxford American advertising 

section will bring you everything you need to make the most of the season.

TO FRESH EXPERIENCES  

& COOL DESTINATIONS
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The 444-mile Natchez Trace Parkway was 

traveled by Native Americans over 8,000 years 

ago, and today is headquartered in Tupelo, 

Mississippi, birthplace of Elvis Presley. The 

music that connects this top ten national park 

is as legendary as the views along the winding 

road. Tupelo is the perfect weekend getaway 

with its culinary scene, unique shopping, and 

opportunities to hear the music that inspired 

a young Elvis to dream. Tupelo is a place of 

exploration and inspiration. Visit Tupelo and 

imagine what you can do here! 

TUPELO, MISSISSIPPI

For a FREE visitors guide, visit us online at 

Tupelo.net or call 800-533-0611

One trip to our historic Distillery on the 

scenic Salt River in Lawrenceburg, or our 

unique single-story rack Warehouse and 

Bottling Facility nestled in the quiet Kentucky 

countryside in Cox’s Creek, and you’ll begin 

to understand how our Bourbon has come to 

be so mellow. Of course, being able to sample 

a taste of our award-winning Bourbons at 

each location makes a trip to these very 

mellow places all the more rewarding.

Come for a visit as rich  
and flavorful as our Bourbon.

FourRosesBourbon.com

Be mellow. Be responsible.

Distillery 

1224 Bonds Mill Rd. 

Lawrenceburg, KY 

(502) 839-3436

Warehouse & Bottling Facility  

624 Lotus Rd. 

Cox’s Creek, KY 

(502) 543-2264

Noccalula Falls Park and Campground  

offers majestic views and great outdoor 

fun. Miniature-train ride, mini-golf, botanical 

gardens, Pioneer Village, hiking/biking trails, 

and a petting zoo.

Greater Gadsden Area Tourism

888.565.0411 | GreaterGadsden.com

Facebook.com/greatergadsden

GADSDEN, ALABAMA
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Join us for our 19th Annual American Indian 

Arts Celebration on November 4 & 5, 2016, with 

indigenous dancers, wildlife shows, Native music, 

traditional foods, and a wide variety of Native 

American art and craft vendors. The Ah-Tah-Thi-

Ki Museum is a Smithsonian Affiliate, located in 

the heart of the Florida Everglades on the Big 

Cypress Seminole Indian Reservation.

Explore tradition! Along with the Native 

American Dance, Music, Arts and Culture, festival 

goers enjoy Wildlife Shows and a wide variety of 

Native American Vendors and Performers.

www.ahtahthiki.com 

877-902-1113 

Clewiston, FL

Fall is a wonderful time to enjoy Little Rock 

and all the city has to offer—great dining, 

attractions, festivals, and our city’s new 

performing arts season. 

Learn more at LittleRock.com.

UPCOMING FESTIVALS AND EVENTS:

 ACANSA Arts Festival, Sept. 21 – 24

Arkansas Cornbread Festival, Oct. 29

Winnie the Pooh at the Arkansas Arts Center  
Children’s Theatre, Oct. 28 – Nov. 13

A Christmas Story at the Rep, Dec. 2 – 24

Ballet Arkansas’s The Nutcracker  
at Robinson Center, Dec. 9 – 11

LittleRock.com

Facebook.com/ExperienceLR

Twitter.com/LittleRockCVB

WITH A

SOUTHERN 

ACCENT.

POWERFUL 

PERFORMANCES

SM

LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS

www.clintonpresidentialcenter.org 

Little Rock, Arkansas • (501) 374-4242

Curated by the GRAMMY Museum® at L.A. LIVE and Fab Four Exhibits. 

Photo © The Bob Bonis Archive www.BobBonis.com

Ladies and Gentlemen…The Beatles! showcases the 

impact The Beatles made on America, featuring 

pop culture artifacts, correspondence, instruments, 

photos, and interviews. On display at the Clinton 

Center Oct. 8, 2016 through April 2, 2017.
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For more information, visit AIMMuseum.org  

or call (501)371-8320.

ARKANSAS INLAND 
MARITIME MUSEUM

The Arkansas Inland Maritime Museum 

in North Little Rock is hosting “Arkansas 

Remembers Pearl Harbor” December 5 – 

December 11, 2016 in honor of the 75th 

anniversary of the attack on Pearl Harbor.  

The week of commemorative events will 

center on the Arkansas Secretary of State’s 

formal ceremony on December 7 at 11:55 A.M., 

the local date 

and time of the 

attack. Attractions 

throughout Central 

Arkansas will have 

exhibits and events 

related to Pearl 

Harbor and World 

War II history.

www.VisitYazoo.org 

facebook.com/VisitYazoo

twitter. com/VisitYazoo

Yazoo County, Mississippi is home to the world-famous 

Bentonia blues, award-winning Southern food, famous 

literary & political figures, unique art & shopping, and 

historical sites & events unlike anything you have seen. 

Full of family-friendly events & festivals, Civil War 

history, African-American history & heritage, hunting 

& fishing, and incredible hospitality, your trip on the 

#YazooBackroads is waiting.

 Yazoo County, Mississippi

Colorful. Authentic. Unique.                                             

Yazoo is just like you.

Great Music, Golf, and More . . .

It’s all in the South—we know where it is  

and we want to take you there.

Let’s explore the South . . .  

Let’s experience the South . . .  

Pack your bags

Let’s go travelin’

letsgotravelin.com 

866-992-8784

letsgo@letsgotravelin.com

A SAMPLING OF OUR TOURS:

SOUTHERN JUKEBOX 

Americana Music at its best

SAVANNAH & CHARLESTON 
2 Genteel Southern Belles

BOTH SIDES OF THE SMOKIES 

Peace and Quiet and Toe Tapping Music

MUSIC, MOUNTAINS & HORSES 
A Taste of Everything Southern

CAJUNS TO COWBOYS 

Alligators, Horses & Wildflowers

COLONIAL WILLIAMSBURG HOLIDAYS 

Christmas Traditions
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Carson at 100:  
The McCullers Centennial

Actress/Director Karen Allen unveils 
her short film A Tree. A Rock. A Cloud. on 

Carson’s 100th birthday, February 19, 2017, 
4 P.M., Bill Heard Theatre, RiverCenter for 

the Performing Arts, Columbus, GA.

mccullerscenter.org

Concert and Reading, February 19, 2017, 
Nyack Library, Nyack, NY

Carson McCullers in the World: A  
Centenary Conference, John Cabot  

University, Rome, Italy, July 14-16, 2017

The Carson McCullers Center  
for Writers and Musicians

Columbus, Georgia, & Nyack, New York.

T H AT  B R I G H T  L A N D 

BY  T E R RY  R O B E RT S

1866: One year after the surrender of the 
Confederate army in Appomattox signaled 

the end of the Civil War, a veteran Union 
soldier will try to track down a killer who is 

waging his own war against the members 
of an isolated community in the North 

Carolina mountains.

“A gripping whodunit.”  
– Publishers Weekly

turnerpublishing.com

Hollins.edu

Creative Writing  
at Hollins: 

Write the Next Chapter of an Epic

Talented faculty. Visiting writers. 
Writer-in-Residence. Graduate 

Assistantships, Teaching 
Fellowships, Travel Funding, and 

Full Scholarships. Most of all, a 
vibrant, supportive community.

MASTER OF FINE ARTS IN 

CREATIVE WRITING

BACHELOR OF ARTS WITH 

CONCENTRATION OR MINOR 

IN CREATIVE WRITING

Reserve your front-row seat at the 
24th Tennessee Williams Festival 

Sept. 30 – Oct. 1, 2016. 

Where porch plays are staged FREE 
in the childhood neighborhood of 

America’s great playwright.

24th Tennessee 
Williams Festival

For more information, 
 call (662) 627-6149 or  

visit coahomacc.edu/twilliams
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“One of the funniest poets I know.”  
—W. D. Snodgrass

Winnowed from a distinguished career, 
then distilled, then polished and winnowed 
again, the poems in You Are Here are Leon 

Stokesbury’s best from fifty years  
of published work.

YO U  A R E  H E R E : 
P O E M S  N E W  &  O L D 

BY  L E O N  ST O K E S B U RY

uapress.com

Soul Food Advisor: Recipes and Tips for 
Authentic Southern Cooking features 

snippets of Southern food history, personal 
memories from the kitchen, and more than 

150 family recipes from award-winning 
caterer Cassandra Harrell, including: 

Maple-Glazed Barbeque Chicken, Creamed 
Corn Fritters, Stewed Okra and Tomatoes 

with Smoked Sausage, Sweet Potato Bread, 
Hummingbird Cake, and Spiked Sweet Tea.

The Southern Table Series
$29.95 paperback  ·  lsupress.org

S O U L  FO O D  A DV I S O R 
BY  C A S S A N D R A  H A R R E L L

Visit 
William Faulkner’s 

Rowan Oak

OLD TAYLOR ROAD | OXFORD, MS

Tues.-Sat. 10 A.M. - 4 P.M. | Sun. 1 - 4 P.M. 

SUMMER HOURS (Jun. 1 - Aug. 1):

Mon.-Sat. 10 A.M. - 6 P.M. | Sun. 1 - 6 P.M.

662.234.8284

rowanoak.olemiss.edu

Save the Date!

 

The Lillian E. Smith 
Symposium on Arts 
and Social Change 

From her controversial 1944 novel Strange 
Fruit, to her influential Killers of the Dream 
in 1949, and until her death in 1966, Lillian 

E. Smith spoke out against injustice. To 
promote the values that shaped Smith’s life, 

join moderator Barbara Brown Taylor for 
the second “Lillian E. Smith Symposium on 
Arts and Social Change,” March 18, 2017, 

at Piedmont College in Athens, Georgia.

piedmont.edu/lillian-smith-center

T H E  H O M E  P L AC E 
BY  J.  D R E W  L A N H A M

“The Home Place is a groundbreaking 
work about race and the American 

landscape, and a deep meditation on 
nature, selfhood, and the nature of 

home. It is thoughtful, sincere, wise and 
beautiful. I want everyone to read it.”

—Helen Macdonald, author of H is for Hawk

milkweed.org

S O U T H E R N  C U LT U R E S

This fall Southern Cultures quarterly 
(UNC Press) presents its 21st-Century 

Fiction Issue, featuring new work by 
Daniel Wallace, Robert Gipe, Minrose 

Gwin, Odie Lindsey, Mesha Maren, Julia 
Ridley Smith, and Crytsal Wilkinson. 

Not Jake. Definitely not Jake. 

southerncultures.org

Illustration by Daniel Wallace
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BY  A S H E R  E L B E I N

O
n April 12, 2010, my friend and 

classmate Iasia Sweeting disap-

peared. The spring semester at 

DeKalb School of the Arts was 

drawing to a close, and as the last 

classes ended that day, a torrent of students 

poured down the white cinder-block halls, 

heading out to the idling school buses or to 

nearby fast-food places. Iasia stood against 

the wall, a short girl with serene brown eyes, 

hair braided with cowrie shells, and a face that 

swung between solemn and smiling. Her best 

friend leaned in, talking in a conspiratorial 

undertone. I passed them and exchanged a 

word or two with Iasia, a quick good-bye. 

She smiled. Then the crowd swallowed her 

up and swept me out the door.

T H E  

R O A D  TO  

TAMA-RE

An Enigmatic Ex-con,  
His Improvised Religion,  

and the Georgia Town That  
Watched It Fall



 - 72 - F A L L  2 0 1 6

The arts magnet high school was small, 
around three hundred students packed into 
the two-hallway annex of another Atlanta 
high school, and everyone knew each other. 
Iasia was part of the 2012 class, a year young-
er than me, and we had the casual friendship 
that comes of sharing a few classes and an 
interest in writing. Her talent ran toward 
poetry, which she delivered with an easy 
flow honed by constant practice at open mics. 
People said bigger things were on the way 
for her: recording deals, producers. When 
she didn’t show up in class the next day, I 
thought nothing of it.

But as the week went on, the awareness 
of her absence crept up on us, ate at us. Wor-
ried conversations broke out in clumps of 
students in the hallways. Rumors spread: 
that Iasia, the cheerful poet, had not been 
as cheerful as we thought; that she and her 
mother had been fighting; that she had run 
away; that she had been kidnapped. The days 
stretched to weeks—April turned to May, 
the semester racing toward its end—and no 
answers came. Her friends tried desperately 
to contact her. The police marked her as a run-
away. Her family kept searching, convinced 
that she’d been abducted. It came to nothing. 
Iasia Sweeting was gone, as completely as if 
she’d fallen out of the world.

A L M O S T  F I F T Y  Y E A R S  B E F O R E ,  A 

young man named Dwight York walked out 
of a New York state prison and slipped into 
the throngs of Harlem. His age at the time 
is a mystery. In later years, he would go out 
of his way to elide his origins, claiming at 
times to have been born in 1935 or 1945, in 
Boston or New York or New Jersey. Certainly 
he looked young: a handsome dark-skinned 
man with a slim, strong face and sleepy eyes. 
He’d served three years for assault, posses-
sion of a weapon, and breaking probation in 
an earlier charge for the statutory rape of a 
thirteen-year-old girl. Now he was free.

There was turmoil on the streets of Har-
lem. Long a center of black culture and art, 
the neighborhood was now a hotbed of rent 
strikes and school boycotts. Malcolm X had 
been assassinated in 1965, while York was 
still in prison; Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
was killed the year after he got out. With the 
struggle for civil rights raging, many black 
Americans saw promise in the profusion 
of black nationalist movements in Harlem. 
The Nation of Islam and the Black Hebrews 
thrived beside more esoteric disciplines 

such as the Moorish Science Temple, which 
claimed African Americans were “asiatic” 
descendents of African moors. “In response 
to systemic racism, these groups sought to 
explain the ‘true identity’ of black people,” 
said Dr. Julius Bailey, a scholar of black 
spirituality and new religious movements. 
“Because African Americans are not meant 
to be proud of their heritage in American 
culture, many look outside of it.” According 
to Bailey, most of these groups agreed on one 
thing: the black race might have been taken 
from Africa, but their history springs from 
deeper, hidden roots.

York assimilated easily into this theological 
tumult. He worked as a street peddler with 
the Nation of Islam, while preaching his own 
material on the side. He later claimed to have 
undertaken pilgrimages to the Middle East 
and Africa, where he said he studied at the 
American University in Cairo, the Univer-
sity of Khartoum, and with the Ansar—a 
Sufi sect of Sudanese Muslims following the 
teachings of the “Mad Mahdi,” Muhammad 
Ahmad. York apparently became an American 
ambassador for the group, but his penchant 
for self-mythology has muddled the record. 
(York declined to speak to me for this story.) 
What is certain is that in 1972 he gathered 
a small congregation and moved them into 
Bushwick, a poverty-stricken neighborhood 
in Brooklyn. 

Initially called the Ansaaru Allah Commu-
nity, York’s group grew rapidly throughout the 
1970s. They soon occupied twenty-some com-
munal apartment buildings, ran bookshops 
hawking York’s pamphlets, and opened stores 
selling clothing and groceries. Though York es-
tablished side ministries under Christian and 
Jewish titles, his disciples practiced an ascetic, 
mystical form of Islam, one that preached black 
self-empowerment and demanded utmost 
devotion and service to York. They gave up 
their possessions, slept in gender-segregated 
barracks, and labored for free. Money rolled in 
from small chapters in Washington, Baltimore, 
London, and Trinidad, and by the early 1980s, 
York had purchased an eighty-acre vacation 
property in the Catskills. He started a side 
career in music, hobnobbed with hip-hop 
artists, including Afrika Bambaataa and MF 
Doom, and threw his weight behind young 
MCs—Tariq L., Scienz of Life—who incorpo-
rated his teachings into their music. (A portrait 
of York dressed in white robes appears in the 
music video for “The Originators,” an early 
Jay Z collaboration.) 

York’s protean nature was the root of his 
success. He assumed a dizzying array of 
names and titles, crafting a belief system 
that drew on monotheistic religions and 
fringe conspiracies with equal enthusiasm. 
By the 1990s, his Abrahamic leanings fell 
away, replaced by something stranger. His 
followers asserted that these doctrines—what 
soon came to be known as Nuwaubianism, 
or Nuwaupu, or “Right Knowledge”—were 
not religious but a way of thought. They 
were correct: A religion requires a concrete 
ideology, and York was not so constrained. As 
a trickster and a teacher, he could represent 
anything. And his followers would follow 
him anywhere.

They soon had to. York’s popularity had 
attracted scrutiny from unwelcome quarters. 
The Nation of Islam pushed against the Nu-
waubian presence in Brooklyn; mainstream 
Islamic clerics like Bilal Philips, author of 
The Ansar Cult in America, raised serious 
questions about their practices. The NYPD 
and FBI poked into allegations of arson, or-
ganized bank robbery, and welfare fraud. 
And there were darker suspicions, many of 
them centering around rumors of child abuse 
and murder.

On January 15, 1993, York bought a 476-
acre property in rural Georgia. Shortly after-
ward, he legally changed his name to Malachi 
Z. York. He told the Nuwaubians that they 
were headed south; they would make their 
own nation.

I N  T H E  Y E A R S  A F T E R  H I G H  S C H O O L , 

I did the things I was supposed to do: went 
off to college to pursue journalism, gradu-
ated, and began hustling as a freelance writer 
in Austin, Texas. In November 2014, I was 
home visiting my parents when my mother 
left a copy of the Atlanta Journal-Constitution 
on the table for me, folded to frame an item 
in the Local News section headlined “Starva-
tion Death.”

According to the article, a burly forty-four-
year-old man named Calvin Mcintosh had 
brought an emaciated toddler into an Atlanta 
emergency room, where the child was pro-
nounced dead on arrival. Police hastened to 
his address, an extended-stay motel northeast 
of the city. Inside they found Mcintosh’s 
daughter Najlaa and three malnourished 
children, all of them fathered by Mcintosh, 
two of them with his own daughter. The 
apartment contained an assortment of books 
and pamphlets that identified Mcintosh as a 
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member of the Nuwaubian Nation of Moors, 
a black sovereign organization thought to 
have been largely defunct since 2004. And 
wrapped in a blanket on the floor, fifty-nine 
pounds and barely alive, was Iasia Sweet-
ing. The dead toddler and one of the living 
children were hers. She had been missing for 
four and a half years.

In the following days, I read more accounts, 
staring at the repeated photographs above the 
newsprint: her yearbook portrait, grinning, 
lively, happy, and beside it a picture of flesh 
drawn tight over bone, hospital tubes in the 
background, eyes dull and vacant. Between 
the photos was a senselessness, an irreconcil-
able void. We hadn’t been close, really. But 
I couldn’t make sense of this news, of the 
chasm separating our experiences. The whole 
time I’d been at college, Iasia had been locked 
behind the door of a Gwinnett County motel 
room, subjected to a nightmare. 

I began following Iasia’s case, eager to un-
derstand the context of what had happened 
to her. We reconnected and talked intermit-
tently while she made the difficult, surreal 
transition back to public life, moving into 
an apartment with her sister, reenrolling 
to finish high school, and working through 
the Department of Human Services to get 
custody of her daughter. Meanwhile, I kept 
returning to the subject of the Nuwaubians, 
unable to let it go. Even a cursory amount 
of research showed that the group was a 
strange phenomenon of the modern age—a 
true American religion, sworn to a proto-
hip-hop preacher sworn to nonsense, that 
attempted a takeover of a small Georgia town 
in the late 1990s before a joint federal-local 
raid brought down its leader. Beneath that 
historical account was a tangle of details 
bizarre and bottomless. Calvin Mcintosh, 
it appeared, embodied the lingering influ-

ence of a cult that had been thought inac-
tive for a decade. For the past year and a 
half, I followed that influence back as far 
as I could—back to the place where twin 
pyramids rose above the sun-draped Georgia 
fields, where the shape-shifting Malachi Z. 
York built a kingdom and then saw it come 
crashing down.

T
he city of Eatonton lies seventy-eight 
miles southeast of Atlanta, amid the 
gentle hills and long lakes of Putnam 

County, down country highways lined with 
cattle farms, past roadside fruit vendors, old 
gas stations, and stretches of neglected, ver-
dant forest. It’s dairy country, down-home 
country: a place that produced both Joel 
Chandler Harris, the white writer of the 
Uncle Remus tales, and Alice Walker, au-
thor of The Color Purple. The city contains 
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museums dedicated to both, and tricky Br’er 
Rabbit dances on billboards at the edge of 
town. Amid the fast food stops and antique 
stores of downtown Eatonton stands a main 
square dominated by the massive county 
courthouse and a small monument to the 
Confederate dead. This is not the sort of place 
where a large, organized band of strangers 
goes unnoticed. 

They arrived suddenly and without fanfare 
in the spring of 1993, a procession of black 
strangers a few hundred strong, the men 
dressed in Stetson hats, shiny belt buckles, 
and cowboy boots. “Like they came from 
Texas or something,” said Tracey Bowen, a 
lieutenant in the Putnam County Sheriff’s 
Office. The residents of Eatonton did not 
know what to make of them. “It was just re-
ally odd. You don’t really see people dressed 
like that here.” 

They might have blended into the de-
mography of the city—around sixty percent 
of Eatonton’s nearly 7,000 residents were 
African-American—but most churchgoing 
folks in Eatonton were Protestant, and these 
people were something else. An unplaceable 
strain of Islam, perhaps, or some Afrocentric 
theology. The group came from New York 
and seemed unprepared for the realities of 
life in Putnam, attempting to walk into the 
city in the summer heat and demanding that 
the county build them a subway. “Everyone 
laughed their asses off at them,” said Sheriff 
Howard Sills. “But you’ve got to understand, 
most of those people never went anywhere 
without a subway. . . . Why would you think 
it’d be foreign that they’d want one?”

Today, it’s somewhat difficult to find peo-
ple willing to talk about the Nuwaubians in 
Eatonton. I visited the city several times, 
wandering the sidewalks of the main square 
and haunting the records room of the Putnam 
County Sheriff’s Office, trying to piece the 
events together. One woman interrupted 
me as soon as I said the word Nuwaubian. “I 
went through a horrifying experience with 
them,” she said, voice flat over the phone, 
“and there are still some around, so no. No. 
Good-bye.” The librarians at the Eatonton 
Putnam County Library spoke in hushed 
voices, leaning over the circulation desk and 
requesting their names not be used. 

Those who did talk recalled that, at first, 
the strangers seemed basically harmless. The 
newcomers settled on a former game ranch 
eight miles from town, throwing up trailers 
for housing and coming into Eatonton on 

buses for groceries. Otherwise they kept to 
themselves, out on the property they called 
Tama-Re—which they claimed meant “Land 
of the Sun” or simply “The Land.”  By far the 
strangest thing about them was the constant 
changes to their identities and dress. One 
day they were Native Americans. The next 
they were ancient Egyptians, or Masons, or 
alien worshippers. If there was a pattern to 
it, nobody in Eatonton could figure it out. 

In fact, the Nuwaubians were follow-
ing the transformations of their enigmatic 
leader. In Brooklyn, Dwight York had been 
the Rabboni Y’shua Bar El Haady and As 
Sayyid Al Imaam Isa Al Haadi Al Mahdi. 
Now he was Dr. Malachi Z. York-El, Chief 
Black Thunderbird Eagle of the Yamassee 
Native American Moors of the Creek Nation; 
the angelic Yaanuwn, an Anunnaqi from the 
eighth planet called Rizq; and Pharoah Neter 
A’aferti Atum-Re of the Ancient Egiptian 
Order; among dozens of other aliases. “These 
are distinct personalities of people or beings,” 
he wrote in his book The Man from the Planet 
Rizq, one of many that established his syn-
cretic belief system. “I possessed a number 
of eight distinctive personalities. . . . Each 
one of them represents a certain amount of 
information that must be conveyed in these 
last days and times.” By his own account, 
York was both a man channeling the divine 
and a teacher providing cultural immersion 
courses for his followers. 

To read the pamphlets and books York pro-
duced is to confront an ideology so slippery 
and inconsistent it would be impossible to 
plainly state its tenets. Acid words about 
social injustice mix with grumblings about 
hip-hop and disco, musings about science, 
and conspiratorial speculations: on the bestial 
origins of other races, the occult foundations 
of the world’s countries, and the workings 
of the demonic Leviathan known as both 
Satan and the United States government. A 
menagerie of biblical giants, aliens, reptil-
ians, and the reanimated fetuses of aborted 
children appears in different manuscripts. 
Across his writings and sermons, York im-
poses his particular twist on English. In his 
invented “Nuwaupic” dialect, “television” 
becomes tell-lie-vision, the “gospel” is a ghost 
spell, and where the ignorant merely “under-
stood,” enlightened folk overstood. “History” 
is ourstory. For the Nuwaubians of Tama-Re, 
conventional reality was broken down and 
remade at the level of language itself.

Under York’s influence, the land changed, 

too. Behind a main gate carved with vivid 
figures, down a winding road bordered by 
Egyptian deities, Tama-Re stretched in a se-
ries of gentle slopes decorated with obelisks, 
sphinxes, and stone heads. A sculpture of 
black Jesus hung crucified atop an ankh, his 
head decorated by an Indian war bonnet. 
Concrete buildings painted in bold primary 
colors held Masonic lodges and various arcane 
secret societies. Beneath a forty-foot-tall black 
pyramid built of plywood and stucco stood a 
temple; its golden twin housed a bookstore 
called All Eyes on Egipt. Modified hiero-
glyphs adorned the outer walls. An ambient 
hum was piped across the campus on loop. 
Toward the back of the property lay rows of 
double-wide trailers, the barn, stage, record-
ing studio, and York’s two-story residence. 
Not that just anyone could see this: Tama-Re 
was a sovereign nation, York claimed, the 
ancestral home of a people who had walked 
across Pangaea. The laws and codes of the 
United States did not apply there. The Nu-
waubians issued their own passports, license 
plates, and constitution, while visitors had 
to obtain a visa, pay upwards of $50, and be 
escorted at all times. Armed guards stood 
at the gate. 

As Tama-Re grew, York built links to the 
wider community. While the Nuwaubians 
maintained a toehold in Brooklyn—the book-
store there changed its name to All Eyes on 
Egipt in keeping with the branding—York 
established new shops in cities from Atlanta 
to Milledgeville, where his followers held 
free lessons on Nuwaubianism and sold pam-
phlets, lecture tapes, and plastic dolls of York. 
He established himself in the Atlanta music 
scene and made connections with local politi-
cians, encouraging Nuwaubians to take jobs 
in the police departments of nearby counties 
and turning his followers out to vote in local 
elections. C. Jack Ellis, the mayor of Macon—
about forty miles south—began to drop by; so 
did State Representative Tyrone Brooks from 
Atlanta. York’s precise number of followers 
was never entirely clear, and he worked to 
keep it that way. The annual celebration of his 
June 26 birthday—“Savior’s Day”—opened 
Tama-Re to the public, drawing thousands of 
visitors from across the nation. At its height 
in 1998 and ’99, around five thousand a year 
attended. Some were devotees; many were 
the families of those living with the Nuwau-
bians; others were simply curious. But York 
brandished the numbers as a symbol of his 
support—not only did the gatherings make 



- 75 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r g

his following seem larger, one former Nu-
waubian said that the weeklong celebrations 
netted York around $500,000 at a stroke. 

The people of Eatonton watched this 
activity with mixed feelings. By the mid-
1990s, the country had witnessed a string 
of new religions combust in messy, highly 
public ways. There was the mass suicide of 
Jim Jones and his followers at Jonestown 
in 1978; the 1982 takeover of Antelope, 
Oregon, by Osho’s red-robed Rajneeshees; 
and, most disastrously, the 1993 siege of 
David Koresh’s Branch Davidians compound 
in Waco, Texas, which left more than eighty 
people dead. By the time the Nuwaubians 
arrived, gatherings of fringe groups with 
singular leaders routinely drew suspicion by 
the media, the public, and law enforcement. 
In Eatonton, that meant Sheriff Howard Sills. 

Sills is a beefy man with white-blond hair, 
a neatly trimmed mustache, and the hon-
ey-slow accent of a stereotypical Southern 
lawman. He seems to enjoy playing to type: 
When I drove out to Eatonton to interview 
him at his house in November 2015, we sat 
in a wood-paneled room off the garage, the 
sheriff smoking a cigar and thumbing a glass 
of brandy. In 1993, Sills said, he had recently 
returned from a law-enforcement job in At-
lanta and was working as chief deputy in a 
neighboring county while living in Putnam. 
He occasionally fielded calls from parents up 
north, who told him that their children had 
joined the Nuwaubians and that officials in 
Putnam wouldn’t talk to them. “This was 
alarming, but it wasn’t my county. I was 
considering running for sheriff, so I knew 
it was going to be a problem,” he said. “You 
can’t have one of these cults and not have a 
problem.” 

In 1997, the same year Sheriff Sills took of-
fice, the Southern California UFO millenar-
ian group Heaven’s Gate calmly committed 
mass suicide in expectation of the arriving 
Hale-Bopp comet. Residents of Eatonton 
who watched the news couldn’t help but eye 
the Nuwaubian settlement down the road.

T H E  R O O M  I N  T H E  P U T N A M  C O U N T Y 

Sheriff’s Office that holds the Nuwaubian 
case files is cool and dusty, with flickering 
fluorescent light that plays over the rows of 
long cardboard boxes. The Nuwaubian ar-
chive is stacked up in the back; there are sev-
eral containers, each bursting with records, 
printouts, old photographs, and Xeroxed 
memos. Lieutenant Tracey Bowen—who’d 

worked closely with Sills on the Nuwaubian 
case—put the boxes in front of me faster than 
I could open them. She plucked up a yellow 
memo, scanned it, and shook her head. “I 
haven’t looked at these in a while,” she said. 
“I’d forgotten how much there was.” Then 
she put the last box down and retreated to 
her office, leaving me alone with the papers.

How Eatonton’s war with the Nuwau-
bians began is still a matter of opinion. 
Before there was actual conflict, a mutual 
resentment seems to have smoldered for 

some time under the surface. Locals told me 
that the Nuwaubians who came into town 
demonstrated an arrogance that set people’s 
teeth on edge. Articles from the property’s 
heyday quote Nuwaubians complaining of 
their neighbors’ unwelcoming and intoler-
ant attitudes. Sills recalls that police who 
stopped Nuwaubians for speeding found cars 
packed with bootleg videotapes and CDs, 
which they suspected were manufactured at 
Tama-Re to sell in York’s bookstores. In many 
such encounters, the Nuwaubians claimed 
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immunity from American law. “We started 
encountering Nuwaubians on traffic stops, 
and they refused to roll down their win-
dows,” Lieutenant Bowen told me. “They 
would refuse to comply with the deputy’s 
instructions. It started affecting all sorts of 
facets of law enforcement in other areas. They 
would buck the system just anywhere they 
went.” Sills said: “You go from a speeding 
ticket to a felony assault in about two seconds 
because some sumbitch wants to fight with 
you over his driver’s license.”

In 1997, York decided to fully refashion 
Tama-Re into a commercial property, pos-
sibly to establish a casino. This led to some 
minor wrangling with the county, which 
denied his requests to rezone the land. About 
a year later, County Commissioner Sandra 
Adams noticed a flyer in her hairdresser’s of-
fice advertising the new Rameses Social Club. 
Spritely and sardonic in conversation, Adams 
told me she was taken aback by the sign—she 
hadn’t heard anything regarding permits for 
a nightclub. When she dispatched the build-
ing inspector to have a look, armed guards 
refused to let him into Tama-Re. This struck 
Adams as needlessly belligerent: Hadn’t the 
commissioners issued permits for the pyra-
mids, the bookstore, and other buildings? 
“We were very amenable to them,” Adams 
said. “You want to make this your home, 
fine—come in here and live amongst us in 
peace, everything is good. . . . But you have 
to follow the law.” 

After a year of lawsuits and mounting fees, 
a Superior Court judge authorized Sills to 
go with the inspector and sort the situation 
out. When they arrived at Tama-Re in May 
1999, armed guards again blocked them at 
the gate. After a brief, tense standoff, the 
sheriff managed to talk their way onto the 
property, where they found the Rameses 
Social Club: an empty storage barn wired 
with electricity and outfitted with catering. 
The Nuwaubians argued it was simply a social 
spot for the community. Either way, it wasn’t 
up to code and they didn’t have any permits. 
A month later, county officials shut it down 
and Sills padlocked the doors.

The reaction was swift. Angry Nuwau-
bians began following Sills with video cam-
eras. They wrote and passed out pamphlets 
accusing Sandra Adams and other black com-
munity officials and activists of miscegena-
tion, of being “house niggers.” County work-
ers received death threats. Bands of York’s 
followers regularly appeared in city offices to 

demand permits, Adams said, harassing and 
intimidating the clerks. This became routine 
enough that Sills himself regularly drove 
over to try and convince them to leave. He 
always dispatched himself on calls relating to 
any Nuwaubians—the last thing he wanted 
was for one of his deputies to haul off and 
shoot somebody over a zoning dispute. “I was 
always nice to them, always,” Sills said, “no 
matter what the fuck they did. I mean, I did 
point a gun at a couple of them—but nicely.”

As the tussle escalated, lawsuits flew back 
and forth, and the county locked five addi-
tional buildings, including both pyramids. 
At the end of the month, when that year’s 
Savior’s Day brought in thousands of visitors, 
many of them remained in Eatonton in pro-
test. Soon afterward, York appeared in court, 
but only after a bench warrant was issued. 
On the day he came before a judge—June 
29, 1999—crowds of followers streamed into 
Eatonton’s main square. Adams claims one 
Nuwaubian warned her that if they didn’t get 
what they wanted, “Blood’s gonna roll down 
the streets of Putnam County.” Mediators 
from the Justice Department transmitted 
similar threats to Sills, who stationed one 
hundred and thirty-five deputies in hidden 
spots around the courthouse. The alternative, 
he said, was sending them out in riot gear, 
which would only have further inflamed 
matters. 

After York was released, he told his fol-
lowers that peace had been made. But Nu-
waubians continued to monitor Sills, even 
accosting him on the street during a family 
trip to Atlanta, the sheriff said. He became 
convinced that the Nuwaubians were trying 
to bait the police department into violence. 
“I think [York] wanted a Waco-type incident, 
but he didn’t want to be around when the 
bullets started flying,” Sills told me, his 
voice taut with old frustration. “They did 
every fucking thing they could to start an 
altercation.”

As national media attention turned to-
ward Eatonton, a parade of oddities trooped 
through. Members of a white supremacist 
group, the Montana Freemen, offered their 
services to the Nuwaubians as fellow sover-
eign citizens. In 2000, actor Wesley Snipes 
and his brother expressed interest in purchas-
ing property adjacent to Tama-Re to house 
The Royal Guard of Amen-Ra, a bodyguard 
academy. (Denied permits, they ultimately 
decided not to buy.) In a particularly strange 
turn of events, an amateur paramilitary or-

ganization called the Georgia Rangers—“a 
klavern of frigging convicts and hoodlums,” 
Sills said—showed up claiming to represent 
the governor’s office. They attempted to pick a 
fight with Sills where the Nuwaubians could 
film it, but the sheriff kept his head. 

Though many in Eatonton felt their offi-
cials weren’t doing enough to police the Nu-
waubians, Adams said, some townspeople, 
both black and white, felt that the city needed 
to leave them alone. Meanwhile, York’s fol-
lowers appealed to state and national figures 
for relief, convinced that the root of the con-
flict was racial and religious intolerance. Gov-
ernor Roy Barnes began pressuring Sills to 
lay off; Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton made 
trips to Tama-Re to extoll the nobility of the 
Nuwaubian experiment. “Racial profiling is 
when you look at one group that buys land to 
practice their religion, and you profile them 
differently than another group,” Sharpton 
thundered, according to a pamphlet handed 
out by Nuwaubians later. “If Janet Reno can 
check out what happened to folks in Waco, 
Al Sharpton is going to see what’s happening 
with his own people right here . . . when I was 
growing up, [people] wanted Black folks to 
stay off by themselves. Now y’all done that: 
it seems like they still ain’t satisfied.” 

The accusations of racism infuriated Ea-
tonton residents, Adams said. She and other 
black community leaders were particularly 
incensed: Nuwaubians had recently begun 
to pack the membership rolls of the local 
NAACP and criticize the black population 
for passivity, often resorting to racial slurs. 
As far as she was concerned, the city was 
standing its ground against dangerous fanat-
ics. “It was uncovered by the FBI that Dwight 
York had put a contract out for Sheriff Sills 
and myself. That was very sobering,” Adams 
told me in a phone interview. “Here I am, 
working to keep this community safe. This 
man has put a contract out on my life. And 
you people are talking about black and white? 
Get out of town.”

Aware that a flash point of some kind was 
coming, Sills and his staff began keeping a 
database of the Nuwaubians they ran into. 
The list swelled to more than 1,400 names. 
Among them was the teenage Ismaaiyl Brin-
sley, who more than a decade later, in 2014, 
would murder two Brooklyn cops in what 
appeared to be revenge for police brutality 
in Ferguson, Missouri. Another, logged in 
1999, was a twenty-nine-year-old with priors 
for obstruction and resisting arrest who ran 
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the All Eyes on Egipt bookstore in Albany, 
Georgia, and was thought to also work be-
neath the golden pyramid in Tama-Re. His 
name was Calvin Mcintosh.

W
hen Iasia and I met again, in the 
spring after she’d been found, she 
was still physically recuperating, a 

twenty-one-year-old who moved slowly and 
carried a medical device. Her gaze was worn 
and wary. We drove out to a coffee shop 
in Decatur where she’d performed poetry 
years before and sat by the stage, warming 
our hands on hot chocolates, catching up. 
Mostly we talked about the future—about 
her writing goals, about her reborn faith 
in Christ, and her new desire to become a 
midwife. Occasionally, offhandedly, she 
mentioned disturbing memories: of giv-
ing birth alone in the bathtub; of being 
stuck with only Nuwaubian scrolls to read 
and taped sermons to watch; of Mcintosh 
forcing her to compose poetry honoring 
him, then crumpling it up, telling her it 

wasn’t good enough. She thought she might 
write a memoir. But until she did, she said, 
she wanted to tell the world her story. She 
wanted to talk about the Nuwaubian Nation 
of Moors and what Calvin Mcintosh had 
done to her—what might now be happen-
ing elsewhere. She agreed to sit for a formal 
interview.

It never happened. Iasia was busy with her 
last year of high school, with the legal inves-
tigation against Mcintosh and her struggle 
to get custody of her living daughter from 
foster parents, who Iasia’s family said were 
determined to keep her. The last time I saw 
Iasia was in April 2016, a month before a 
graduation delayed by four years. We were 
sitting in the new apartment she shared 
with her sister, out on the western edge of 
Atlanta. I’d just begun the interview when, 
in a bizarre turn of events, Iasia’s mother in-
terrupted to inform us that Oprah Winfrey’s 
producer demanded exclusive rights to the 
story. She couldn’t pass up the chance, Iasia 
told me—the exposure and publicity could 
help get her daughter back. (Representatives 
from Oprah’s production company did not 

return calls for comment.)
Outside the apartment, buildings 

stretched away, angular rooftops sharp and 
black against the green gloom of the pines, 
and fireflies flashed like distant stars in the 
dusk. By this point I’d had several sources 
ghost on me. Mcintosh refused to speak to 
anybody but his lawyer. Iasia loaned out 
her story for a segment that might never 
make it to air. The attention-loving York 
had spoken so much over the years that his 
words melted together into an ever-shifting 
cloud of noise, drowning out meaning but 
saying nothing. 

I knew, roughly, what had happened to 
Iasia. I still didn’t understand why.

U
nbeknownst to the people of Eaton-
ton, Sheriff Sills had kept a secret 
about the Nuwaubians. In 1998, 

he said, a local medical professional came 
to him and told him that adolescent girls 
were giving birth on Tama-Re. Others from 
a hospital in nearby Milledgeville reported 
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that Nuwaubian men sometimes brought 
in laboring girls, forbade them to speak or 
accept pain medication, and vanished with 
both child and placenta after the birth. The 
reports were made to Sills anonymously. The 
medical staff members “were terrified to 
tell anybody anything about it,” he recalled. 
“They’d been told not to say anything.” He 
began to suspect that York’s crimes might go 
further than a lax attitude toward zoning. 
But Sills didn’t have hard evidence, and he 
worried he’d look like he was persecuting 
the man. He decided to wait. 

Then, in early 2001, Sills got a call out of 
the blue from a man who identified himself 
as Jacob York, the estranged son of the Nu-
waubian leader. Jacob had followed his father 
into the music business and built a career as 
a self-identified “entertainment industry 
executive,” managing acts like Lil’ Kim and 
cofounding the Undeas label at Atlantic with 
music producer Lance Rivera. York asked to 
meet Sills. Curious, Sills arranged a face-to-
face at the FBI office in Atlanta. As they sat 
in an interview room, Jacob explained that 
he’d left the Nuwaubians in 1990, before 
the relocation to Georgia. His father had 
long been using the group as his personal 
harem, Jacob York said, raping young women 
for decades and sometimes abusing multiple 
generations of the same family. Jacob told 
the authorities that he had women willing 
to come forward. Asked where they were, 
he answered, “I’ve got one down in the car 
right now.” 

The FBI and the Sheriff’s Office opened a 
secret joint investigation into Malachi York 
for child molestation. Sills tapped Lieuten-
ant Tracey Bowen to work the state side of 
the case; Special Agents Jalaine Ward and 
Joan Cronier, FBI investigators out of Macon 
and Atlanta, respectively, would handle the 
federal angle. When witnesses needed to be 
interviewed, they would do it together. Since 
York had planted Nuwaubians in neighbor-
ing hospitals, courts, and police departments, 
they couldn’t tell a soul.

Bowen had been with the department 
since 1992 and had plenty of experience 
working child abuse cases. She and the FBI 
agents spent the next year tracking down 
and interviewing as many people as they 
could between Atlanta and New York. One 
fourteen-year-old girl they spoke to escaped 
Tama-Re with the help of her family; York 
began molesting her when she was seven. 
“All my cases bother me—when I have a 

child sitting there, telling me things that 
have happened to them,” Bowen said. “But 
[when I got home that night], I lay down in 
bed and cried.”

The investigators put together a clearer 
picture of life inside Tama-Re. York had 
largely lost interest in the property, they 
discovered: he had moved out to a mansion 
in Athens, encouraging Nuwaubians to 
settle elsewhere in the region and return 
to Tama-Re on special occasions. During 
his visits, according to several women the 
investigators interviewed, York stayed in the 
main house—the only one equipped with air-
conditioning—a grand building with painted 
molding, a marble floor, and a throne. From 
there, he and his inner circle managed every 
aspect of life in the settlement, down to the 
rations. If York was angry, he denied requests 
for everything from food to tampons and 
doctor’s visits. He controlled who got mar-
ried and how often the spouses saw each 
other. Wives were separated from husbands; 
children from parents. York himself alleg-
edly had numerous concubines and many 
children, enough that he kept a scrapbook of 
their names and photographs. The witnesses 
also described York’s predatory methods in 
stark detail. When certain children—girls 
or boys—caught his eye, he groomed them, 
showering the chosen children with sweets 
and gifts. He brought them into his bedroom, 
had older women “instruct” them using toys 
like a stuffed Pink Panther complete with 
a plush penis. Eventually he raped them. 

As the case against York mounted, Sills 
and the FBI began planning for a raid on 
Tama-Re. For three months in the spring of 
2002, the government prepared in absolute 
secrecy, keeping 24-hour surveillance on 
the property and gathering a staff of three 
hundred people, including deputies from 
neighboring counties and eighty FBI SWAT. 
Sills made quiet arrangements to take as 
many as one hundred children into protec-
tive custody. But he began to believe that the 
FBI, gun-shy after Waco, was dragging its 
feet in green-lighting the raid. He delivered 
an ultimatum—he’d move in two weeks 
whether they came or not. Reluctantly, he 
said, the Feds agreed. Slowly, silently, the 
lawmen closed around the property.

On the morning of May 8, 2002, the gates 
of Tama-Re opened and a black Lincoln Navi-
gator crunched out onto the road, headed 
south. Eyes in the forest watched it go; high 
helicopters tracked it, and unmarked vehicles 

followed discreetly behind. When the car 
parked in front of a Milledgeville Kmart, York 
and his driver—Kathy Johnson, a “senior 
wife”—climbed out. Moments later they 
were in FBI custody. The radio signal shot 
back across the pines and fields to Sills. One 
by one, the phone and power lines leading 
into the property were cut, some by a brush-
hook-wielding Sills. Beneath the blazing af-
ternoon sun, a fleet of government vehicles 
swept down on Tama-Re: county police cars, 
two light armored personnel carriers, and a 
Huey helicopter roaring just overhead. The 
stunned guards never fired a shot.

The police rammed through the gates and 
fanned out through the pyramids and shabby 
trailers. Far from the hundreds they’d ex-
pected, they found only around one hundred 
people, most of them children. Sills took five 
kids into protective custody, along with a 
few of the women in York’s inner circle, and 
seized financial records subsequently used 
in the federal structuring case. “We had that 
compound surrounded in less than thirty 
minutes and nobody was hurt,” Sills said. 
While describing the raid, an air of excite-
ment crept into his voice, his eyes alternately 
popping open to emphasize the scale of it or 
crinkling into satisfied slits. “One person 
had to have medical attention that day: me. 
I got dehydrated at the end of the day, had 
to have a bag of fluids.” 

If the raid had gone smoothly, the legal 
process was anything but. A series of set-
backs and reversals dogged the prosecution 
over the next two years. The hundreds of 
Nuwaubians remaining throughout Cen-
tral Georgia—including those who’d been 
allowed to stay on Tama-Re—filed a bliz-
zard of paperwork accusing every possible 
person of malfeasance in the case. Nuwau-
bian groups like “Concerned Citizens of 
Eatonton,” which had previously published 
tabloids warning that Sheriff Sills was at-
tempting to start a race war, now protested 
court hearings, littered car windshields with 
flyers, and put out interviews with children 
who claimed that deputies had menaced and 
intimidated them. York and his followers 
argued that he was a Liberian diplomat and 
had immunity, while at other points claim-
ing he was a Yamassee Indian and must be 
tried by his own people. After withdrawing 
an earlier guilty plea, York warned the court 
that he was a “secured party” and that anyone 
speaking his name—which, he maintained, 
he had trademarked—would be fined. 
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In the end, a federal jury convicted York 
on five counts of racketeering and structur-
ing, and six counts of transporting minors 
across state lines for sexual purposes. He was 
sentenced to one hundred and thirty-five 
years in prison. Within three months the 
government seized York’s property under 
forfeiture laws and evicted the few Nuwau-
bians who remained on it. The mansion in 
Athens, along with Tama-Re and its statues 
and icons, were auctioned off for a combined 
$1.7 million, which was split up among the 
agencies that pursued and punished York. 
Sills personally drove a bulldozer through 
the Egyptian gates of Tama-Re. A photograph 
from the day shows him leaning out of the 
yellow cockpit, grinning, a cigar clenched 
between blond mustache and white teeth.

For Lieutenant Bowen, the raid remains 
with her—after the investigation, wandering 
through the marble floors and carved plaster 
deities of York’s house was a bizarre experi-
ence. “For a couple of years I’d gone around 
interviewing these children, and they’d de-
scribed to me what it was like inside, where 
everything was,” she said. In York’s bedroom, 
she recovered a scrapbook of his “wives” and 
eighty-eight children. (Law enforcement later 
estimated that he fathered around a hundred 
and twenty-five children.) She also found a 
plush Pink Panther with male genitals, just 
as the victims had described. A photo of it 
was later passed to me. It is not the sort of 
thing that’s easily forgotten.

G E O R G I A ’ S  L A S T  F U N C T I O N I N G  A L L 

Eyes on Egipt sits on a quiet, sunlit square 
in Monticello, about twenty minutes west 
of Eatonton, beside a payday loan lender 
and Miss Fancy Plants Flowers and Gifts. 
Pass the building on a warm spring day and 
you might miss it—one more brick store-
front, distinguished only by the cardboard 
sarcophagus in the window. But beyond the 
two-paneled door, the air is as sluggish and 
dead as the inside of a tomb. A thick shag 
carpet muffles all sound. Faint light pours 
through the dusty glass, illuminating walls 
painted to resemble stone blocks. Empty 
tables and a television are pressed into one 
corner; in the opposite stand the muscular 
figures of Anubis and Thoth, animal-headed 
death gods, clutching scrolls and spears in 
their black claws. Between them is a giant 
teddy bear sitting like a king enthroned. 
Ostensibly a bookstore, the building holds 
no books. It gives every impression of being 

forgotten, a relic swept thoughtlessly aside 
by some great catastrophe, too small to be 
noticed. In a sense, it is. 

Fortune was not kind to the Nuwaubians 
in the years following the destruction of 
Tama-Re. The web of influence York had 
constructed in Georgia evaporated: In 2004, 
seven Nuwaubian police officers demanded 
that the city of Macon intercede on York’s be-
half and resigned when their demands were 
not met. Four Clarke County deputies were 
fired (a fifth resigned) in 2006 for proselytiz-
ing Nuwaubianism in the county jail. Others 
were sporadically arrested over the years, 
often for real estate fraud, a common crime 
among sovereign groups. The loose followers 
and affiliates, the thousands of people who’d 
driven in for Savior’s Day—they vanished. 
Most of the remaining believers keep a low 
profile; I reached out to several for this story, 
nearly all of whom either declined to partici-
pate or insisted on financial compensation. 
(Kathy Johnson, York’s former wife and the 
only other member of his inner circle to 
get prison time, demanded that the Oxford 
American promote her book in addition to 
paying for her testimony. Then she hung up 
on me.) One by one, the Nuwaubian busi-
nesses went dark, often abruptly; a Decatur 
store that had been decorated with faded 
carvings appears to have been abandoned 
suddenly in 2015. Yet the Monticello lo-
cation remains. It has nothing on offer for 
sale and sees very few visitors. Instead it 
contains the broadcasting office of Georgia 
Gossip Inc. and its radio host, the flamboy-
ant, opinionated Don Nicoleone. 

Nicoleone is a tall woman, with a husky 
voice and eyes that are at once languid and 
intense. She briefly tried to hustle me for 
money over the phone, but when I turned 
up at the shop in March 2016, she led me 
directly into her office, a well-lit room with 
a big desk and posters of York in his various 
guises on the walls. She sat behind the desk 
and idly fiddled with her radio equipment 
as she spoke. York had been her mentor for 
years, she said: he’s the father of her older 
half-brother and was involved in booking 
her and her siblings for entertainment acts. 
After the raid, York summoned her down 
from Atlanta to report on his trial for the 
Nuwaubian tabloids, before asking her to run 
the Monticello store. “He needed someone 
that’s not a fanatic,” Nicoleone said. Asked 
why York drew so many fanatics, Nicoleone 
said, “Black people are so under the spell of 

religion that they turn everything into you 
can and you can’t.” 

She paused, warming to her topic with 
gleeful disgust and continuing before I could 
unpack her prior statement. “The fanatics are 
the ones that was like, ‘He’s from another 
planet,’ and all that.” Since the eighties, Ni-
coleone explained, when York had a radio 
show, he insisted he wasn’t a holy man. “He 
said, ‘I’m not a religious man. I’m not your 
messiah. Stop looking at me like that. I’m 
your friend. Stop telling these people I’m 
some holy man. I’m not. I’m a teacher.’ But 
like I said—that’s what most people do, is 
turn you into something to worship,” Nico-
leone said, infuriated. “Hell, they did Jesus 
that way.”

Nicoleone does not converse so much 
as declaim in long, looping paragraphs and 
digressive tangents, moving from topic to 
topic with such speed and blanket assur-
ance that it’s difficult to keep up. A subject 
she returned to often was the true tenets of 
Nuwaubianism, something she insisted the 
media had widely mischaracterized. What 
York taught was not religion but “Right 
Knowledge,” Nicoleone said, a process of 
“sound right reasoning” and cultural ex-
amination aimed at ferreting facts out of 
the world’s lies. True adherents—unlike 
fanatics—question everything and accept 
nothing. This process of inquiry has led 
Nicoleone to many truths. The most remark-
able of them: the raid was staged, and York 
is still free.

The evidence is inescapable if you look for 
it, Nicoleone maintained. With unblinking 
confidence, she laid out a torrent of claims 
casting aspersions on the investigation, the 
raid, and the trial. No footage of York’s ar-
rest exists, she said, and not one thing was 
taken from Tama-Re when it was “so-called 
raided.” (York was apprehended quietly, 
law enforcement said, so as not to arouse a 
violent reaction from his followers; docu-
ments recovered in the raid were later used 
by the prosecution.) As far as Nicoleone is 
concerned, the simple truth of the matter 
is that the government and the Nuwaubian 
elites executed a convoluted plan to frame 
and discredit York and to divide his followers 
among themselves—to replace him. As for 
York himself, he disappeared from Tama-Re 
long before the raid and is still out in the 
world, untouched by the petty machina-
tions of his followers. She and her husband 
are in contact with him, Nicoleone told me 
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coyly. She said she could arrange for me to 
speak with “the teacher.” I never heard back 
from her.

This evasion and vagueness is typical of 
the Nuwaubians. (It drove Sills crazy: “I’ve 
stood there with a building behind me and 
had the Nuwaubians say it wasn’t there.”) But 
while Nicoleone’s particular perspective is 
not a common one in the community, it is not 
unprecedented: wander through the bramble 
of fan sites, Facebook groups, and forums 
run by the Nuwaubians and you will find 
all manner of theories, some even stranger 
than hers. But the majority agree that the raid 
occurred and that York is in prison. (He is. 
Federal records have him listed as Inmate No. 
17911-054, serving his time at United States 
Penitentiary Administrative Maximum Fa-
cility in Colorado.) Precisely who put him 
there, though, is up for debate. Some blame 
the government for persecuting York. Victo-
ria Broussard, one of York’s lawyers, offers 
another common explanation—that “Doc” 
York was framed by his estranged son Jacob. 
Angry that his father would not fund his 
music career, the story goes, Jacob colluded 
with the government to cover up his own 
crimes: “[Jacob] wants to be at the Grammys 
and at the MTV, BET music awards, sitting 
on the front row with Beyoncé. He’s about 
that life,” she said. “Whereas his father was 
not, even though he had been in that life. His 
father was about the doctrine and the need 
for knowledge.” It’s vital, Broussard said, 
that York’s name be cleared. 

But that won’t happen anytime soon; 
with more than a hundred years left to 
serve, York’s influence is now limited to the 
occasional rambling and disjointed letter 
from prison. Despite Broussard’s claim that 
“the community is strong,” all signs indicate 
the remaining Nuwaubians are splintered 
beyond repair.

T
he vestiges of Sills’s struggle with the 
Nuwaubians are everywhere amid 
the piles of paper littering his office: 

a painting of a pyramid over a star field taken 
from Tama-Re; pictures of the investiga-
tors Bowen, Ward, and Cronier smiling; 
and a York doll dressed in a vest and black 
fez, its plastic hands locked in tiny plastic 
handcuffs. When Sills talks about the “Nu-
waubian War,” he’s by turns smug, sober, 
and incredulous. He’s still confused as to 

how it all got so out of hand, how so many 
people clustered around York. He spoke of 
Nuwaubianism as something completely 
inexplicable, an obvious charade that wasn’t 
worth the time he’d spent trying to grapple 
with it. “There was this constant question 
of why?” he recalled when I pressed him on 
this point. “With the victims, the members, 
everything. It was always a why? to me. And 
to be honest with you, I spent too much time 
trying to figure out why.” 

One wet night in 2002, during the three-

month surveillance, he crawled out of the 
foxhole and through the orange mud, all 
the way to the fenced border of Tama-Re. 
York was preaching from the stage, his voice 
rolling across wet fields, his congregation 
gathered around him. Sills watched through 
the chain-link fence, baffled. It was the only 
time he ever saw York perform live. “I don’t 
know if I was expecting Billy Graham or 
George Washington or whatever, but what 
I saw was a piss-poor fucking Richard Pryor 
act,” he said. “I thought I was gonna see some 
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signed to snare those it encounters. In theory 
it places a premium on evidence and personal 
experience. The Nuwaubians read and study 
extensively, trying to draw connections and 
dig out nuggets of fact, but their ultimate 
truth lies in the mind. 

“If something is right and sound,” Brous-
sard said, “and you’ve reasoned it out to 
be right and sound, then it’s right.” This 
magical thinking infects everything it 
touches. It’s the double-talk of a trickster 
distilled into something like a science—a 
simultaneous embrace and rejection of ev-
ery norm, a thicket of contradictions that 
entangles you the more you wrestle with it. 
The Nuwaubians insist that they are secu-
lar while demanding religious recognition 
with equal fervor, reject racism and make 
intensely racial claims, dismiss civil laws and 
insist that others abide by them. Every idea 
shifts according to convenience. No rule of 
law or language or thought applies to them 
save their own, and under York, their own 
rules never stopped changing. This is the 
gnawing emptiness at the heart of Right 
Knowledge—a cognitive dissonance that 
reconciles nothing and consumes everything. 

The result is a fog that can justify or hide a 
range of violations, from a speeding ticket 
to the rape of children. 

Broussard and Nicoleone insist that York 
abused nobody and point to their own lives 
as evidence (both suffered sexual abuse as 
children). Broussard now runs a nonprofit 
fighting child abuse and has written a novel 
that draws from her experiences. “I know 
what a pedophile looks like. I know what 
they breathe like, I know what they eat like, 
I know what they smell like,” she said. “Dr. 
York is not a pedophile.” Nicoleone con-
veyed a similar sentiment. But even if the 
prosecution overstated its case, strong evi-
dence indicates that York committed terrible 
crimes against the people of his community. 
Perhaps it is a truth his remaining loyalists 
cannot allow themselves to suspect. After all, 
there is no better cover for a predator than a 
conviction that truth is mutable, consensus 
is a lie, and only personal reasoning counts.

I’ve spent the last year and a half reading 
and reporting on York and the Nuwaubians, 
pushing through silence to try and under-
stand what happened to my friend. Certain 
images stick with me, bubbling up when I 

least expect them. I think about a prison cell 
in Colorado, and a locked motel room one 
county over from my high school, and the 
way the wind chased the grass over fields 
empty of pyramids. I think about a plush 
Pink Panther. I think about Iasia writing on 
the motel floor, scribbling poetry, stories, 
things to keep herself sane. 

And in those moments I glimpse the ter-
rible shape of the thing: a road to Tama-
Re, cutting across decades. It runs back 
through York’s conviction; through Sher-
iff Sills, Lieutenant Bowen, and the FBI 
raid; through the Nuwaubian exodus to 
Georgia and the rumors of abuse in Brook-
lyn; all the way back to the New York state 
penitentiary and York’s statutory rape of 
a thirteen-year-old girl. Iasia Sweeting’s 
ordeal sits as a single point in a long line of 
lives irrevocably altered by Dwight York’s 
passage, a path of scarred and shattered peo-
ple flung like shrapnel from a blast. Calvin 
Mcintosh is not the only shard of York’s 
feral idea buried in the flanks of the world. 
York will die in prison, but down the long 
years he will never stop hurting people like 
Iasia Sweeting. ø
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E
very night at bedtime, my wife 
turns the channel to those ca-
ble stations that show back-to-
back-to-back-to-back episodes 
of murdered spouses and the 
forensic technology that pre-
vents questionable and error-
prone outcomes. This one par-

ticular channel airs one of these program’s 
reruns exclusively. It’s like the Killer Chan-
nel. Sometimes I wake up at three o’clock 
after hearing the show’s narrator go, “They 
exhumed the body a second time,” and open 
my eyes to find Lisette sitting straight up, 
staring at the screen. I should mention that 
she leaves the house six mornings a week 
before four o’clock to travel down our clay, 
rutted, half-mile driveway, get dough in the 
oven at her ex-gas-station-turned-bakery, 
Pure Tarts, and await both locals and travel-
ers in need of diet-regardless nourishment. 
It didn’t used to be this way, back when we 
held regular jobs—Lisette a pharmaceuti-
cal sales rep, me the owner of marketing 
research firm Piedmont Consumer Pulse. 
Before our early midlife resolutions to move 
out of a city, to do something that wasn’t 
slightly immoral, we punched 30 or 60 
minutes on the channel changer and fell 
asleep before the local news’s sports seg-
ment. In the old days, when we were in our 
late twenties and early thirties there at the 
kitchen table in the mornings, Lisette might 
say something like, “That’s sad about the 
Humane Society burning to the ground,” 
or, “It’s not supposed to rain until late this 
afternoon.” She might’ve said, “Someone 
needs to teach that anchor woman how to 
pronounce Al Qaeda, Illinois, Guantanamo, 
Cairo, Putin, and Angelina Jolie.”

But now it’s all How Did that Person 
Almost Get Away with Murder? It’s all 
patricide, fratricide, matricide, filicide, 
sororicide, and—what scares me most—
mariticide, the killing of one’s spouse. 

When it comes to that last one, on the TV 
show, inevitably the grave-voiced narrator, 
five minutes from the episode’s conclu-
sion, goes, “Was it coincidence that Walter 
bought a life insurance policy on Doris 
for $600,000 only three weeks before her 
supposed bludgeoning while he was out 
of town? Hmmmmmmmm? Hmmmmm-
mmm? Curious, don’t you think?” And 
then the cops go into Walter’s computer and 
find that he had researched living in Borneo 
or Tongatapu or southern Alabama to find 
out that people could live in those places el-
egantly for a hundred years with a mistress, 
as long as they had exactly $600,000, plus 
airfare. Then the truth comes out about how 
Walter worked two jobs—one as a sous-
chef, the other in a chemistry lab—and he 
folded a tasteless poison into Doris’s omelet 
one breakfast, she died, the coroner chose 
“heart attack” or “natural causes,” Walter 
moved to an island, and then he got drunk 
in a bar and blurted out a confession to an 
FBI agent there with his wife celebrating a 
second honeymoon inside a tiki bar. 

Lisette watches those shows. She runs 
a bakery. Almost every night she wants 
me to sample her latest tart. I don’t want 
to be rude, but some mornings I’m a little 
surprised to wake up without blood surging 
from my eye ducts.

“Did you remember to bring your Fit-
bit?” Lisette asks me as we drive to the 
mall. The mall!—some thirty miles from 
the outpost where we live. Lisette’s never 
been there, but I have during cold, rainy 
days when I needed to get some steps in. 
Usually I say, “I need to drive around and 
think up some ideas for a client,” but re-
ally I drive straight to the mall and merge 
into the stream of men and women trying 
to lower blood pressure, raise libido, or 
limber up those mechanical hips and knees. 
There’s a Williams-Sonoma going out of 
business, or moving to a place where more 

Illustration by Tom Martin
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people actually use stovetops instead of fire 
pits. Lisette wants to check out their whisks, 
their non-stick muffin pans, their fluted tart 
pans—all on sale. 

I drive and say, “Yes.” I think, I don’t know 
why I joined the Wellness Plan. The insur-
ance company said if I did so along with a 
number of other self-employed insurees, 
then it wouldn’t add an extra hundred bucks 
a month. Me, I thought, rightly, I can buy 
a lot of cigarettes and booze with an extra 
twelve hundred dollars a year.

We drive down two-lane roads on our way 
to I-26, which will eventually take us to an 
exit for the WestGate Mall in Spartanburg, 
an ex-textile town that dwindles both spiritu-
ally and population-wise daily, though the 
locals—pure Southern Gothic descendants 
of the once-respected, -rich, and -powerful— 
insist that the town’s going through a rebirth. 
Listen, Spartanburg called itself “Hub City” 
a hundred years ago because some railroad 
tracks traversed the city. Then it went by 
“Sparkle City” because a 1950s band called 
the Sparkletones had a hit. I got hired out 
one time to help re-moniker the place, and 
the only thing I could come up with went 
“We Don’t Blow” because the city employees 
worked rakes instead of the leaf blowers used 
in every other nearby Southern town that 
had, indeed, reinvented itself: Asheville, 
Greenville, Columbia, Augusta, Charlotte, 
et cetera. Hell, Atlanta’d gone past leaf blow-
ers into the realm of giant leaf-gathering 
vacuums, which made me think how Atlanta 
might consider “We Suck” instead of Empire 
City of the South or Hotlanta.

The mall looks a lot like Main Street, only 
covered, which is to say Vacant Storefront, 
Vacant Storefront, Vacant Storefront, Place 
that Sells Ball Caps, Vacant Storefront, Place 
that Sells Leggings, Place that Sells Tennis 
Shoes, Vacant Storefront, Vacant Storefront, 
et cetera. Kay Jewelers, New York Jewelry 
& Watches, Diamond Couture, East Coast 
Jewelers, We Buy Gold, Vacant Storefront, 
Vacant Storefront, Zales Jewelers, Vacant 
Storefront with the Piercing Pagoda across 
the way. A place to rent tuxedos and that 
place Spencer’s to buy rubber chickens and 
whoopee cushions. Lisette says, “You got 
your phone? I’ll go in the store. Take your 
time walking. I might want to go check out 
the Sears and see if they have a good cordless 
hedge trimmer. Our boxwoods out back have 
gotten out of control, in case you haven’t 
noticed.”

We enter by the main entrance. I check 
my Fitbit between Vacant Storefront and 
Yankee Candle—somehow I’ve put in nearly 
4,000 steps already, probably pacing the floor 
thinking about a tiny twinge I feel down to-
ward my appendix. The mall holds few shop-
pers, which is weird because it’s Monday 
and there’s no school because it’s Columbus 
Day. Don’t kids still hang out in malls when 
they’re not in school? Are they all at home 
staring at their Facebook pages, tweeting, 
doing Instagram, bullying others?

I don’t have my phone. I look at my wrist-
watch and say, “If we somehow get separated, 
I’ll meet you at the car at, what, three?”

“Goddamn, Renfro, how far do you plan to 
walk?” she says. She looks at her own watch. 
“You want to walk in circles for four hours?” 
She reaches down and practically places her 
elbows on the floor, stretching. 

I do not say, If this place stayed open until 
midnight I’d walk until then, to keep you 
from watching those TV shows. I say, “I’m 
joking. Don’t kill me.” I try not to think of 
ways a person could die from a cordless hedge 
trimmer.

I 
take a lap at what I consider a four-mile-
an-hour pace. With hardly anyone else in 
the mall it’s easy. I see other mall walk-

ers—people forty years older than I—shuf-
fling along like zombies. Most of them carry 
bags of jelly beans they bought over at Candy 
World, or hotdogs wrapped in pretzels from 
Auntie Anne’s. One man wears a portable 
oxygen tank. More than a few have canes or 
walkers. Except for the Vacant Storefronts, 
it doesn’t look that much different from the 
orthopedic floor of a hospital specializing in 
hip replacements. I’m the youngster here. If 
I lived in the same neighborhood as these 
comrades of mine, I’d be out at night with 
a baseball bat knocking down mailboxes. 

One lap’s 2,200 steps. They say it’s a mile, 
but according to my Fitbit it’s more. I do the 
lap, and see my wife, wearing her out-of-
the-house/out-of-the-bakery attire, namely 
blue jeans so tight I worry about her getting 
a yeast infection and an Akris notched-collar 
long-sleeve. I know the particulars of the 
blouse because I said, “What the fuck?” 
when the American Express bill showed up.

I do the lap, passing others easily, won-
dering what they listen to on their iPods, 
wondering how in the world such old people 

could ever succumb to iPods, knowing that 
they probably keep Billy Graham podcast 
sermons lined up one after another. 

On the second lap I notice a man sitting on 
a bench across from a place called Brows ’n 
More—a joint where people sit in public to 
have their eyebrows waxed. Who does that? 
I mean, there’s another place down at the 
other end of the mall called the Relaxation 
Station where people get chair massages and 
sea salt foot baths right in front of everyone 
walking by. Listen, I don’t consider myself 
a prude. I had a cocaine problem. I’ve drunk 
at least fifty liters of every bourbon ever 
bottled. Sitting in my home office I crank 
Hüsker Dü, the Ramones, even Joy Division. 
But Jesus Christ there are some things that 
mall walkers shouldn’t have to encounter 
daily.

The man wasn’t crying on my first lap, 
but he’s obviously pained by the time I get 
right around step 6,000. I veer over and say, 
“You okay, buddy?” He’s older than I am, but 
about halfway between me and the zombies. 
He’s mid-to-late fifties.

“I’m okay,” he says. He wears wingtips, 
which means he’s not one of the walkers. 
“I’ve been better, but I’m okay. Better than 
my dad, I guess.”

I should say, “All right.” I should say, 
“Glad to hear it,” and get on my way as if I’m 
in need of Squirrel Nut Zippers and Mary 
Janes over at the candy store. But I care about 
my fellow human beings—which should 
keep me from getting poisoned, right?—and 
say, “Are you saying that because your father 
never had to sit outside a waxing place while 
your mother got her unibrow eradicated?” 
It’s what came out.

He shakes his head. “It’s stupid,” he says. 
He crosses one leg over another—polyester 
pants—in a way that makes me think he 
might have gas.

I get passed by the second-fastest mall 
walker, Pete, an eighty-year-old man wearing 
those red-and-black golf pants going about 
1.5 miles an hour. That bugs me a little. Pete 
brought his son with him a couple times and 
said his name was “Re-Pete,” like some kind 
of Bazooka Joe joke. I say to Crying Man, 
“The economy will rebound. As a matter 
of fact, I hear that it’s rebounded just about 
everywhere else except here. And Alabama.” 
What else can I say? 

“My mother and father used to bring me 
here when I was a kid. My father had two 
broken hips because he fell off a three-story 
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roof. He was a roofer. Anyway, we came 
here, Mom shopped, and my father would 
make it this far and sit on this very same 
bench.” The man bends his head toward 
the waxer and waxee. “Right in there used 
to be an organ store, organs like the instru-
ments. Keyboards and organs. Maybe pianos, 
though I remember only organs. This old 
guy working inside would always be play-
ing, and my father would sit here and sing 
loud if he knew the song. Big fat man named 
Joey, though everyone called him Blowey. 
Great man. Everyone loved him. Worked as 
the organist at First Baptist, and no one ever 
asked why he never got married.”

I think, I need to get out of here. I think, 
I need to go and walk around the parking 
lot of the mall instead of the inside. I say, 
“Yeah,” like an idiot.

“Wiley Rose Jr.,” says the man, sticking 
out his hand to shake. Now he’s blubber-
ing. I say, “Renfro Truluck,” and hope that 
he’s never worked for a company that makes 
products I’ve intentionally and wrongly 
hammered in order to get my clients’ mer-
chandise advertising-worthy. I’m not proud. 
Anyone who’s ever seen one of those “Nine 
Out of Ten Pepsi Drinkers Like RC Cola 
Better” has me to blame. Easy to do: Bring 
in taste-testers, make sure the Pepsis are flat, 
et cetera. America. “Nine Out of Ten Pizza 
Hut Lovers Choose Deno’s Greek-Style 
Instead.” Close down Deno’s for the day. 
Have their best chef make perfect pizzas. 
Order twenty Pizza Hut Meat Lover’s pizzas 
hourly, during lunch, when their workers 
are frenzied anyway. Offer two slices to 
stooges. Deno’s wins. Marketing research.

“I’m waiting on my wife,” I say. “She’s 
buying a baking sheet, or something.” I start 
cataloguing in my head everything Lisette 
could purchase on sale if she held a secret 
wish to murder me: Knives. A high-speed 
hand-held mixer. Ice picks. 

Wiley Rose Jr. says, “I am the exact age as 
my father when he died. Exactly. He used 
to sit here and sing along with Blowey and 
make me sit with him while my mother 
shopped. I was so embarrassed, ya know? I 
wanted to hang out with my friends, maybe 
get an ICEE, or at least pretend to be smart 
and hang out at Waldenbooks.”

I think, That’s what’s missing: there’s no 
bookstore in this mall. I think, Is there a book-
store in any mall? I say, “What was the story 
with Coke-flavored ICEEs? I mean, there 
was cherry, and then Coke? Who got Coke?”

“Exactly his age. I figured it out. Fifty-
two years, ten months, eleven days. If I live 
until tomorrow, I’ll live a day longer than 
my father.” Wiley Rose Jr. turns toward 
me, then back to the waxing station. He 
says, “It’s not right, this sacred spot being 
used for whatever they’re doing in there.”

I nod. I nod and nod and nod. I think 
about where there might be a place in the 
mall that sells Kleenex or handkerchiefs, 
but know there’s not one. Maybe in the old 
days when they sold musical instruments 
where a gay Baptist organist moonlighted, 
but not now. 

I 
stand up to leave—I want to pass Old 
Pete—and get enough laps in to clear 
10,000 for the day. I visualize the mall’s 

tentacles and try to figure out how to avoid 
walking past Wiley Rose Jr. another three 
times. Lisette walks up, though, lugging 
two paper bags with raffia handles. She says, 
“Are you okay?” She sees Wiley Rose Jr. 
crying. To me she says, “Are you having 
heart palpitations a twentieth time? Did 
your back go out again?” To Wiley Rose Jr. 
she says, “I get allergy attacks in here, too. 
All that perfume clouding out of the en-
trances like evil specters.”

He says, “Yeah. Just allergies.”
I say, “You ready?” and try to make some 

wide eyes so she’ll know I want out of there. 
I figure I can go home and walk the yard, 
the driveway, the adjacent pasture where 
my neighbor Sutton Glane keeps two pet 
heifers, Helen and Totie, both with with-
ered legs, their manure somehow a veritable 
magnet for psilocybin mushrooms. I say, 
“My heart and back are fine.”

Lisette says to Wiley Rose Jr., “I watched 
this show one time about a woman who was 
deathly allergic to perfume. So her husband 
took out a gigantic life insurance policy on 
her, then at night when she slept he opened 
up bottles of Chanel all over the bedroom.”

I say, “Nice to meet you,” to Wiley 
Rose Jr. and take Lisette’s bags from her.

“The coroner said she died of natural 
causes, you know, but her parents always 
questioned the report, and sure enough they 
exhumed the body and found a swatch of 
Chanel under her nose. Well, the parents 
said, ‘She would never wear perfume—she 
was deathly allergic to it.’ Next thing you 
know, the husband’s got a life sentence. 

Big dickhead. He had out a million-dollar 
life insurance policy on her. They had two 
kids, so for a while everyone thought a mil-
lion dollars was about right. It wasn’t! It 
wasn’t!”

I say, “Is it ‘swatch’ or ‘swath’? I’ve never 
been able to remember that word.”

Wiley Rose Jr. stands up and says, “I’m 
fifty-two years, ten months, and eleven 
days old,” then says his name and sticks 
out his hand to shake my wife’s. Me, I take 
the time to sneak a look in the bags, but 
sure enough Lisette had bought up only a 
bunch of spatulas and non-stick pans, plus 
two Yolk Magic Egg Separators. 

I say, “There used to be an organ store 
in here. Wiley and his folks used to come 
here back in the seventies or whenever and 
his father sat right here on this bench and 
enjoyed the organ stylings of a man they 
called Blowey.” I find myself walking in 
place, like some kind of marching band 
member. Like I play the fucking clarinet.

Lisette says, “Are you sure you’re okay, 
Renfro?”

“I wouldn’t mind taking a lap or two with 
y’all,” Wiley Rose Jr. says. “That would 
do me some good. Make sure I live to see 
tomorrow. Hey, if I have a heart attack, I 
ain’t got one of those Do Not Resuscitate 
provisos. And I’d rather you perform the 
duties,” he says to Lisette, though he slaps 
my back.

“You got it, Wiley,” my wife says. She’s 
not nonplussed, a word I know but notice 
how everyone uses wrongly. 

I look at my wife and say, “I’m only doing 
another half-lap,” which wouldn’t have 
been true had I not been an A-one marketing 
researcher, able to foresee both complica-
tions and dilemmas.

She says, “I heard a good one in Williams-
Sonoma. Hell, if I’d known that the em-
ployees there knew such great jokes I guess 
maybe I’d’ve shopped here more often, and 
then they wouldn’t be out of business.”

Wiley Rose Jr. waves goodbye at the wax 
technician, but I can tell that in his mind 
he’s waving at Blowey playing for immobile 
listeners. I say, “What?”

“Are you a really religious man, Mr. 
Rose?” Lisette says.

We bend around a sign that reads YEP: 

YOUTH ESCORT POLICY and details, in small 
print, how everyone under the age of eigh-
teen needs an adult with them on Friday and 
Saturday nights after 6:00 P.M. I say, apropos 
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of nothing, “Lisette here owns Pure Tarts, 
Wiley. You probably haven’t ever been out 
to this area they call Pure only because there 
used to be a Pure gas station at the crossroads. 
This is out past Pauline. Kind of between 
Pauline and Cross Anchor. East of Forty-Five. 
West of Calloustown.”

We pass three or four Vacant Storefronts, 
then a place where kids can get their photo 
taken with Santa from the day after Hallow-
een until Christmas Eve. We pass Finish Line, 
Foot Locker, Lady Foot Locker, Journeys, 
Payless ShoeSource, Rack Room Shoes, and 
the Army/Navy/Air Force/Marines recruit-
ing station. We walk toward the food court. 
Wiley Rose Jr. says, “I used to be religious, up 
until today. My daddy died way too young.”

I nod. Lisette says, “You know why lesbi-
ans always buy their weight-lifting needs and 
hiking boots at Sports Authority or Cabela’s 
or Academy Sports?” She doesn’t wait for 
us to offer an answer. “Because they don’t 
like Dick’s.”

I laugh, certainly. I think it’s one of the 
funniest things I’ve heard since moving to 
Pure. Wiley Rose Jr. walks a little quicker 
than us, which makes me think that maybe 

he’s offended, but he slows back down and 
looks at both of us. Then he says, “I got one. 
Hope y’all ain’t all political correct. Listen, 
a lot of people remember that Yogi Bear had 
Boo Boo for a pal, but then they forget about 
his little black friend. Know what his name 
was?”

I can’t imagine. I get ready to say “I don’t 
know” right away. Lisette does say, “I don’t 
know.”

Wiley Rose Jr. says, “Shit, y’all, you ain’t 
thinking. Little black friend. Ends with ‘boo.’ 
Think hard, now. This one ain’t hard. Where 
y’all from? Goddamn. You don’t get this one, 
you can’t be considered one in the club.” 
He says, “Blank-a-boo-boo,” and holds his 
mouth open and head sideways in a way to 
let us know that if we don’t know the answer, 
then we might be outright do-gooders from 
north of the Mason-Dixon line.

I 
say to Lisette in the car, “Goddamn. I was 
feeling sorry for the guy until he told 
that racist joke. Jesus Christ. I wonder 

if he kept on walking around the mall in 

search of a place to buy a white robe and 
hood.” After Junior told the punchline, my 
wife and I veered right to the first exit out of 
the mall, which happened to go through the 
middle of a Belk department store. Then we 
wandered around trying to figure out where 
we’d parked and ended up going about seven-
eighths around the exterior of the mall in 
the wrong direction. In the end, I got over 
10,000 steps.

In the car, Lisette clears her throat twice. 
“Tell me again why you were hanging out 
with him?” 

I shake my head and take a wrong turn out 
of the parking lot. There’s a series of back 
roads we can follow to get home which will 
take twice as long but take us through some 
beautifully dilapidated countryside. I say, 
“I can’t believe we still celebrate Columbus 
Day, can you? I mean, he didn’t land on North 
American shores. There seems to be enough 
evidence that Vikings did, right? And maybe 
some Scottish people?” I don’t want to talk 
about what made me stop and check on Wiley 
Rose Jr. I’m thinking about how I’m past the 
age of my father at the time of his extremely 
early and unsolved death. I’m guilty for not 
having considered, back on my thirty-seventh 
birthday, that this was as far as my father made 
it in life. I say to Lisette, “He was getting nos-
talgic. And then he got racist, I guess. Those 
two things go together often in the South, if 
you ask me.”

I don’t know if Lisette can read my 
thoughts, but she stares at me for a good 
five seconds, then turns her attention to the 
road. We go through Spartanburg, pass city 
workers who didn’t get a holiday—all of 
them raking leaves on the Square—and turn 
right onto Union Street, which becomes Ce-
dar Springs, which becomes Highway 56, 
which, eventually, reaches near-Pure. 

We get to a section of the road where 
houses and trailers stand a good hundred 
yards apart, small pastures in between. It’s 
bleak. Lisette points to the mouth of a gravel 
driveway and says, “Those people haven’t 
been home for more than a week.” Then a 
half-mile down she says it again, pointing 
to the other side.

I ease up on the accelerator and notice a yel-
low, rain-damaged bag she’s pointing toward. 
I say, “How do you know?”

Lisette reaches into the backseat and re-
trieves a spatula from one of the bags. She 
inspects it, looks out the windshield through 
the holes. “We got our telephone directory 
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flopped out at the end of the driveway a week 
ago. You went and picked it up, remember?”

I remember. Because of my paranoia I 
thought that the plastic bag at the end of our 
own rutted driveway might contain a pipe 
bomb, a dead cat, a bag of excrement unwor-
thy of the compost pile. At the time—I poked 
the bagged telephone directory with an avail-
able length of bur oak branch—I thought 
about how I hadn’t really used a telephone 
directory in some time, that a telephone di-
rectory might be going the same route as the 
Sears catalog of my parents’ generation. I say, 
“That’s good thinking. Thieves could roam 
around here, notice how people didn’t pick 
up what’s at the end of the driveway, then 
go right inside and rob the place.”

“At least steal their heat pumps for the 
copper,” Lisette says. “I read an article the 
other day that the average heat pump costs 
way more than a thousand dollars, but there’s 
only about sixty bucks’ worth of copper 
inside. And all these sad-ass crackheads and 
meth addicts are going around, probably 
spending more than sixty dollars’ worth of 
gas in their trucks. You see a FOR SALE sign 
in somebody’s yard? There’s a meth addict 
that’s eyed the heat pump out back, that’s 
what I read.”

I get about three miles from our house. I 
say, “If Columbus hadn’t gone back home 
and said he found our continent, then those 
pilgrims might not have taken off for here. 
If they hadn’t shown up, then England 
wouldn’t have gotten all pissed off. Then 
there wouldn’t have been the Revolutionary 
War. There wouldn’t have been the Declara-
tion of Independence, followed by the Con-
stitution. Slavery. Jokes like the one Wiley 
Rose Jr. told us. There wouldn’t have been 
the Second Amendment—which probably 
made some sense two hundred and fifty years 
ago, but I doubt those old boys had automatic 
weapons and hollow-point bullets in mind 
back then.” I slow down to about twenty 
miles an hour seeing as we’re closing in on 
Pure. For some reason I want to finish this 
conversation before we hit our property.

Lisette says, “The speed limit’s fifty here.”
I say, “If Columbus hadn’t said he found 

us, we wouldn’t have had genocide in regards 
to the Indians. No Great Depression. The 
Civil War. Vietnam. The insurance, phar-
maceutical, and medical industries hold-
ing so much power that they can keep me 
from trying to live my own day the way I 
want because I have to go get ten thousand 

goddamn steps in a day for some fucking 
Wellness Plan.”

I keep my eye on driveways to see if our 
closest neighbors’ telephone directories lay 
out in the open, like invitations. My wife 
says, “Yeah.” She says, “Outside the fact that 
you’re all over the place in terms of a his-
torical continuum, yeah.” She says, “War of 
1812. Mexican-American War. Hollywood. 
McDonald’s, Walmart, disco.”

I step on the gas and get up to about thirty 
miles an hour. I laugh. “Iraq and Afghanistan. 
PTSD. Slavery—did we mention slavery 
already? The poor Chicago Cubs.”

We turn left into our red clay driveway. 
To the right is Pure Tarts, my wife’s bakery. 
She says, “The Ford Pinto. That obnoxious 
guy who does infomercials. Reality TV.”

Our dog Myrtle, a quadra-breed, comes 
running toward us wagging her tail, smiling, 
nothing but the best greeter in the world. 
I stop, open my door, and let her jump in. 
She sits between us and licks Lisette’s face. 
Myrtle’s tongue flips in and out like a piece of 
flypaper hanging in front of a window-unit 
air conditioner.

“I may never go to a mall again,” I say. “If 
Columbus hadn’t gone back to tell Queen 
Isabella and whatever her husband’s name 
was that he found a New World, we wouldn’t 
have malls. If we didn’t have malls, we’d 
have a better economic situation on Main 
Street. If we had a better economic situation 
on Main Street, everyone would talk to one 
another in a civil fashion, and no one would 
even think to find a need to own pistols.” 

I open my car door and Myrtle jumps 
across my lap and onto the ground. Lisette 
says, “All right. That was fun. Maybe we can 
do this again on the next Monday holiday. 
When’s Arbor Day?”

I look up at the sky and see two clouds 
drifting toward one another from opposite 
directions. I think, Beginning of a tornado? I 
think, Is it still hurricane season? How many 
times did Columbus look up in the sky from 
either the Niña, Pinta, or Santa María and 
see such clouds? Did he understand what 
irreversible problems he set forth?

My wife says, “Race you!,” but she’s talk-
ing to the dog. They hit the back door simul-
taneously and go inside. I stand there like a 
fool, staring upward and wondering if when 
the two clouds hit there’ll be lightning. It’s 
bright and sunny outside with the exception 
of these two cumulonimbus clouds on a col-
lision course. Down below the house I hear 

Helen and Totie mooing, both now on the 
ground just like the old timers say bovine 
and equine are wont to do with approaching 
storms. I reach behind the backseat and pull 
out Lisette’s two bags, then shuffle inside, 
still thinking of Wiley Rose Jr., still thinking 
of my own father. I want my mind to wander 
elsewhere, but I can’t stop from wondering 
if—had Lisette and I had children—my sons 
or daughters would one day sit somewhere 
pondering over their lives when they reached 
the age of my death. 

Lisette’s got Channel 44 on, watching Fo-

rensic Files. She sits on the couch, beautiful, 
with a bag of pretzels. That narrator says, 
“Hmmmmmmmm? Hmmmmmmmm?” as 
if on cue.

I say, “We’re not too old to have a baby. It’s 
not like you’ve gone through menopause or 
anything. You’re not even close.”

Lisette says, “I’ll tell you something cool: 
We could leave a telephone directory down 
at the end of the driveway so people thought 
we weren’t home. But we’d be home. And 
then, when they came up to break into the 
house or steal our heating unit, we could 
kill them. We have enough land to bury a 
bunch of meth heads. Maybe we could throw 
them down that old well, and then put a big 
cement pad over it, and then a raised-bed 
garden over that, just like that one dude 
did in Ohio or wherever. Or maybe not kill 
them, but hit them with one of those cool 
stun guns. At least spray them with bear 
repellant and call the sheriff’s department.”

I set her bags down on the kitchen table. I 
walk over, kiss the top of her head, and tell 
her I love her. She points the opened pretzel 
bag my way as a commercial airs concerning 
some kind of electronic cigarette, which 
is something else that wouldn’t have hap-
pened had Columbus’s fleet gotten caught in 
a relentless storm and drifted down toward, 
say, southern Argentina. I shake my head no. 
My Wellness Plan sends me emails about salt 
intake and blood pressure two or three times 
a day, pointing out how too much sodium 
might kill me—and now that I think about 
it, maybe that’s how Columbus got gout, or 
reactive arthritis, or however he died. 

Lisette says, “What? What did you say?” 
and curls the top of the pretzel bag. 

The show’s back on, and I sit down, mes-
merized again. Later I’ll remember why we 
probably shouldn’t procreate, as shouldn’t 
most people I’ve seen or met in the recent 
past. ø
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Kid comes to see me during office hours, and he says he has
a weekend job at a gas station, and one Saturday, two girls
from French class come by and ask him if he wants to go

skinny-dipping, and he says, Yeah, sure, but he has to work
till seven, so the girls take off down the highway to the sinkhole,
which is when the kid turns to the black guy he works with

and says, I’ve got to find another job, and his coworker says,
Hmm, I think I know a fellow you can talk to, so when
he gets off work, the kid drives down to this barbecue shack

in Wakulla County and goes around back and knocks on the door,
and this huge man opens it and looks left and right and then down
at the kid, and says, What you want, fella? and the kid says,

I hear you need a helper, and the big man smiles and says,
I been thinking about hiring me a white boy, and the next thing
he knows, the kid has an apron around his waist

and he’s stirring up a batch of barbecue sauce in a bathtub
with a mop—not the same mop he uses at night to swab the floor
of the tiny dining room before he locks up and goes home,

but a barbecue mop. I never did find out what happened
to the girls. I bet there were other girls, though. If you
but knew the flames that burn in me which I attempt

to beat down with my reason, said Pushkin. Another student
tells me she went out with a guy once in high school,
and he spends the evening grabbing her breasts, and she spends

it fighting him off, and she goes to college, and she goes
to grad school, and one day she’s playing kickball
with her classmates and passes out in the Florida heat,

and her classmates call an ambulance, and when she wakes up,
an EMT is unbuttoning her blouse so he can attach electrodes,
and she starts screaming because the EMT is the guy

from high school. He isn’t pawing her breasts, though.
Not this time. This time, he wants only to save her.
Whenever I eat barbecue, I think of the kid who worked

at the gas station and the two girls in their shorts and bikini tops
who stop by for a moment and then drive out of his life forever.
I never did find out what happened to the kid, either.

Still, I’m happy for him. He learned how to want things,
how to change your life in order to get them,
how you always get something else instead.

1973
BY DAVID KIRBY
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I 
was three years old when the 
Killer Floods hit West Virgin-
ia. We were spared, my family 
and I. My parents had recently 
bought a stone cottage in a hilly 
Charleston neighborhood with 
great schools. Dad had just 
graduated from law school. We 
lost nothing, while thousands of 
our neighbors were ejected from 
their homes into the icy Novem-

ber waters that claimed sixty-two lives; the 
1985 storms still sit on the short list of the 
most costly in U.S. history. In the aftermath, 
newspapers accumulated the miracles and 
spectacles. An organ caked with mud, drying 
before a church. The body of a drowned deer 
woven into the under girders of a bridge. 
Two nineteenth-century mummies that had 
floated away from a museum of curiosities in 
Philippi, recovered from the river. 

None of this suffering was ours. “Ours.” 
My mom—a ginger from the low country 
whose freckles I was born to—packed me 
up for a week of relief work in a hangar at 
the National Guard Armory. Her task was 
to deal with the hills of black trash bags, 
sent to Appalachia from abroad, stuffed 
with clothing that recalled dank basements 
and dead people’s closets. For endless hours 
she sorted it into piles by age, size, sex, and 
degree of suitability. Meanwhile, I dressed 
up in the gifts of the well-meaning and the 
careless. Stiletto heels. Crumbling antique 
hats. Tuxedoes, gowns, belts, and bikinis. 
“Nobody wants to wear your sweaty old bra, 
lady,” my mom muttered to one of these 

imagined do-gooders, tossing it aside. On the 
contrary—I did, very much! I modeled the 
torn, the stained, and the unusable, cracking 
up the other volunteers. Mom saw how little 
of the clothing was functional, how much 
time was being wasted in the sorting, but 
she was desperate to be of use.

Disaster binds our people to this place and 
each other, or so the story goes. Think of the 
one hundred and eighteen mine disasters 
our state has suffered since 1894, the fires, 
explosions, and roof falls. Or the floods, 
whether “natural”—like the one this June 
that killed at least twenty-three people (as 
I write this, my friends come home from 
recovery work, stinking of contaminated 
mud)—or those induced by humans, like the 
coal waste dam that burst at Buffalo Creek 
in 1972, when one hundred and twenty-
five people drowned in a tsunami of slurry. 
(Pittston Coal called it an “act of God.”) 
Other disasters are less visible, inside our 
bodies even: the rolling crisis that is black 
lung disease claims a thousand lives every 
year, while an addiction epidemic seems to be 
robbing entire generations of our children. 
West Virginia’s drug overdose death rate is 
the highest in the nation. Then there is the 
toxic discharge: from the 2014 Elk River 
chemical spill that poisoned the water of 
300,000 residents to the micro releases leak-
ing daily from the sediment ponds that serve 
mountaintop removal sites.

Appalachian fatalism wasn’t invented out 
of thin air. If your list of tragedies gets long 
enough, you start to think you’re fated for 
disaster. And maybe the rest of the country 

starts to see you that way, too. I watched a 
documentary last year about the outsized 
influence of extractive industries here. It 
was a well-rehearsed narrative, this litany of 
disaster—land grab, labor war, boom, bang, 
roar—on and on in the dark theater. I admired 
the film in some ways—the bravery of nam-
ing each and every pain, the courage of its 
makers to pass into the tunnel of it, to point 
fingers along the way. But as I sat through 
this latest iteration of Appalachian grief writ 
large, I began to seethe—not at some alleged 
oppressors, but at the narrative itself. I cannot 
live inside the story of this film, I remember 
repeating to myself, like a chant. That can’t 
be my story because nothing lives there.

Admittedly, there’s a spellbinding allure 
to disaster, close cousin of the sublime. Hyp-
notic and wordless, the disaster repulses even 
as it propels one’s attention toward it. I know, 
because I’m victim to its seduction, too. I live 
five miles from where the Hawk’s Nest Tun-
nel tragedy unfolded, along the New River 
Gorge in Fayette County. Hawk’s Nest is an 
extreme in a class of extremes—the disaster 
where truly nothing seemed to survive, even 
in memory—and I have made a home in its 
catacombs. The historical record is disgrace-
fully neglectful of the event, and only a hand-
ful of the workers’ names were ever made 
known. What’s more, any understanding of 
Hawk’s Nest involves the discomfort of the 
acute race divide in West Virginia, seldom 
acknowledged or discussed. Indeed, race is 
still downplayed in official accounts. Disaster 
binds our people, maybe. But what if you’re 
one of those deemed unworthy of memory? 

These are roads to take when you think of your country /  
and interested bring down the maps again

Previous page: Above the Hawk’s Nest Dam on the New River.
Opposite: An abandoned rail line toward Vanetta, where tunnel workers once lived.
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H E R E ’ S  W H A T  W E  K N O W :  B E G I N N I N G 

in June of 1930, three thousand men dug a 
three-mile hole through a sandstone moun-
tain near the town of Gauley Bridge for the 
Union Carbide and Carbon Corporation. 
The company was building an electromet-
allurgical plant nearby, which needed an 
unlimited supply of power and silica, and 
the tunnel was determined to be the cheap-
est and most efficient source of both. A dam 
would be built to divert a powerful column 
of the New River underground and down a 
gradually sloping tunnel to four electrical 
generators; the ground-up silica rock har-
vested during excavation would be fed into 
the furnace in Alloy.

Three-quarters of the workers were mi-
gratory blacks from the South who lived in 
temporary work camps, with no local con-
nections or advocates. Turnover on the job 
was rapid. By some reports, conditions were 
so dusty that the workers’ drinking water 
turned white as milk, and the glassy air sliced 
at their eyes. Some of the men’s lungs filled 
with silica in a matter of weeks, forming 
scar tissue that would eventually cut off 
their oxygen supply; others wheezed with 
silicosis for decades. When stricken, the 
migrant workers either fled West Virginia 
for wherever home was, or they were buried 
as paupers in mass graves in the fields and 
woods around Fayette County. The death 
toll was an estimated, though impossible to 
confirm, 764 persons, making it the worst 
industrial disaster in U.S. history.

If the company had wet the sandstone 
while drilling, or if the workers had been 
given respirators, most deaths would likely 
have been avoided. Yet through two major 
trials, a congressional labor subcommittee 
hearing in Washington, and eighty-six years 
of silence, neither Union Carbide nor its 
contractor—Rinehart & Dennis Company 
out of Charlottesville, Virginia—has ever 
admitted wrongdoing. Calling the whole 
affair a “racket,” in 1933 the company issued 
settlements between $30 and $1,600 to only 
a fraction of the affected workers and their 
families. The black workers received sub-
stantially less than their white counterparts.

Soon after the project wrapped, the work-
ers’ shacks were torn down and a country 
club built to serve Union Carbide’s employ-
ees. A state park was established at the site in 
the mid-1930s, and the Civilian Conserva-
tion Corps built a charming stone overlook at 
what has become one of the most misunder-

stood and most photographed vistas in the 
state: the New River, dammed and pooling 
above the Hawk’s Nest Tunnel. Historical 
memory of the event has since then con-
stituted nothing short of amnesia. Despite 
its status as the country’s “greatest” indus-
trial disaster, it remains relatively unknown 
outside of West Virginia, and even here the 
incident is barely understood and seldom 
examined. It took fifty years for the state to 
mark the deaths at the site. The governor 
who presided over the disaster’s aftermath, 
Homer Adams Holt, who went on to serve 
as Union Carbide’s general counsel, excised 
the story from the WPA’s narrative West 
Virginia: A Guide to the Mountain State. 
Many also believe that when a novel based on 
Hawk’s Nest was published in 1941, Union 
Carbide convinced Doubleday to pull and 
destroy all copies.

The word “disaster” emerged from an era 
when people often aligned fortunes with 
positions of planetary bodies. It joins the 
reversing force, “dis-,” with the noun for 
“star.” As in, an “ill-fated” misfortune. If a 
disaster is an imploding star, then the rebirth 
of a star is its antonym. Recovery is a process 
of reconstitution—of worldly possessions, 
of wits. It is never complete. Not today, 
in the aftermath of June’s floods, and not 
in 1930. Eight decades on, West Virginia 
hasn’t recovered from Hawk’s Nest. How 
could it?—when so much of what was lost 
still hasn’t been named. 

Now the photographer unpacks 
camera and case, / surveying the deep 
country, follows discovery / viewing on 
groundglass an inverted image.

I
’ll admit I’ve got a thing about falling in 
love with dead women writers and chas-
ing their ghosts around West Virginia. 

So when I found out Muriel Rukeyser, an 
American poet well known for both her ac-
tivism and her documentary instincts, had 
visited and written a famous poem about 
Hawk’s Nest, I had to know more. Rukeyser 
was born on the eve of World War I to a 
well-to-do Jewish family whose heroes, she 
wrote, were “the Yankee baseball team, the 

Republican party, and the men who build 
New York City.” Her father co-owned a sand 
quarry but lost his wealth in the 1929 stock 
market crash. Until then, it had been a life of 
brownstones, boardwalks, and chauffeurs. 
As a girl, she had collected rare stamps with 
the heads of Bolsheviks and read like mad; 
slowly, over the course of her childhood, 
she awakened to what the comforts of her 
life may have signified in the world. 

At twenty-three, Rukeyser found out 
about the nightmare unfolding in Fayette 
County from the radical magazines she read, 
and for which she wrote. After New Masses 
broke the Hawk’s Nest story nationally in 
1935, it became the cause célèbre of the 
New York left. The house labor subcom-
mittee began a hearing on the incident the 
following January. For a couple of weeks, 
the country absorbed the event’s gruesome 
details in mainstream media, but the federal 
government never took up a full investiga-
tion, despite the subcommittee’s urging. So 
early in the spring of 1936, Rukeyser and 
her photographer friend, a petite blonde 
named Nancy Naumburg, loaded up a car 
with their equipment and drove from New 
York to Gauley Bridge to conduct an investi-
gation of their own. I imagine Muriel, fresh 
from winning the Yale Younger Poets Prize 
for her first book, Theory of Flight, in a smart, 
fitted blazer and a sensible skirt, glad to take 
the wheel from Nancy, especially on those 
curvy roads through the mountains. Their 
trip would form the foundation of Rukeyser’s 
poem cycle “The Book of the Dead,” includ-
ed in her groundbreaking 1938 collection 
of documentary poems of witness, U.S. 1. 

The women originally planned to publish 
their photographs and text side by side, but 
for unknown reasons their collaboration never 
materialized. The method was in vogue at 
the time, as writers and artists across the 
country—mostly white—dispatched them-
selves to document the social ills of the Great 
Depression in language and film. That same 
summer of 1936, Margaret Bourke-White 
and Erskine Caldwell traveled from South 
Carolina to Arkansas, bearing witness to the 
Depression’s effects on rural communities 
for what would become You Have Seen Their 
Faces. James Agee and Walker Evans were 
also traveling, witnessing sharecropper pov-
erty in Alabama for what would become the 
most famous of these texts, Let Us Now Praise 
Famous Men. The American road guide, as 
a genre, was also coming into its own. The 
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federal government assigned teams of un-
employed writers to turn their ethnographic 
gaze to the country’s landscape and social 
history, producing the American Guide Se-
ries, which aspired to become “the complete, 
standard, authoritative work on the United 
States as a whole and of every part of it.” The 
Federal Writers’ Project published its first in 
the Highway Route Guide series, U.S. One: 

Maine to Florida, the same year that Rukeyser 
released her own U.S. 1. “Local images have 
one kind of reality,” she wrote in the endnotes 
to “The Book of the Dead.” “U.S. 1 will, I 
hope, have that kind and another too. Poetry 
can extend the document.”

Much of what I know about Rukeyser’s life 
during this period comes, strangely enough, 
from a 118-page redacted chronicle of her 
activities, composed by the FBI. In 1943, J. 
Edgar Hoover authorized his agency to spy 
on the poet as part of a probe to uncover 
Russian spies; her “Communistic tenden-
cies” placed her under suspicion of being 
a “concealed Communist.” When the in-
vestigation began, she was noted as thirty, 
“dark,” “heavy,” with “gray” eyes. In 1933, 
the report reads, she and some friends drove 
from New York to Alabama to witness the 
Scottsboro trial. When local police found 
them talking to black reporters and hold-
ing flyers for a “negro student conference,” 
the police accused the group of “inciting 
the negroes to insurrections.” Then, in the 
summer of 1936, after her trip to Gauley 
Bridge, Rukeyser traveled to Spain to report 
on Barcelona’s antifascist People’s Olympiad. 
In the process, she observed the first days of 
the Spanish Civil War from a train, before 
evacuating by ship. Her suspicious activities 
in the 1950s included her appeal for world 
peace and her civil rights zeal. The FBI men-
tions “The Book of the Dead” only once, 
in passing, as a work that dealt with “the 
industrial disintegration of the peoples in a 
West Virginia village riddled with silicosis.” 

Its twenty poems recount the events at 
Hawk’s Nest through slightly edited frag-
ments of victims’ congressional testimony, 
lyric verse, and flashes from Rukeyser’s trip 
south. She lifted her title from a collection of 
spells assembled to assist the ancient Egyp-
tian dead as they overcame the chaos of the 
netherworld—“that which does not exist”—
so they could be reborn. One of these texts, 
which concerns the survival of the heart 
after death, was carved onto the back of an 
amulet called the Heart Scarab of Hatnefer, 

a gold-chained stone beetle pendant that 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art excavated 
from a tomb and put on display in New York 
in 1936, the same year Rukeyser began her 
version of “The Book of the Dead.” 

Curious to learn more about Rukeyser’s 
time in West Virginia, I called up a scholar 
named Tim Dayton, who had searched the 
poet’s papers for clues about the poem’s 
composition. He told me that Naumburg’s 
glass plate negatives of Gauley Bridge have 
since been lost, and that Rukeyser’s research 

notes were missing. The only evidence of 
their journey, I learned, consisted of a let-
ter, a map, and Rukeyser’s treatment for a 
film called “Gauley Bridge,” published in 
the summer 1940 issue of Films, but never 
produced.  

In the letter dated April 6, 1937, Naum-
burg offered Rukeyser her “personal 
reactions to Gauley Bridge” and suggested 
a general outline for the piece. The document 
provides some clues about whom the women 
spoke to and what they saw—a few names, 
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a vignette or two, and a description of the 
“miserable conditions” of those living with 
silicosis. “Show how the tunnel itself is a 
splendid thing to look at, but a terrible thing 
to contemplate,” Nancy wrote to her friend. 
Show “how the whole thing is a terrible 
indictment of capitalism.” She signed off, 
“Are you going to the modern museum 
showing tomorrow nite?” 

The map of “Gauley Bridge & Environs” 
is signed by Rukeyser and drawn in her 
hand. At the center is the confluence of the 
New and Gauley rivers, where they form 
the Kanawha. Off to the side she sketched 
their little car, its headlights beaming for-
ward. In cartoonish simplicity, she outlined 
the shapes that I recognize from my daily 
life: the trees, the bridge, Route 60. But 
some of her markings held greater mystery: 
a long, winding road jutting back into the 
mountains labeled, as best I could make out, 
“Nincompoop’s Road”; a house that was 
“Mrs. Jones’.” Rukeyser marked a big X on 
the town of Gauley Bridge, and an X over 
Alloy, rendered as a boxy factory belching 
smoke. She drew clusters of Xs next to two 
towns I’d never heard of on the Gauley 
River: Vanetta and Gamoca. This tracing of 
my home in her hand held the promise of a 
new way of knowing Hawk’s Nest.  

I gradually came to see that “The Book of 
the Dead” is itself a kind of map. (So much 
so that a literary critic, Catherine Gander, 
convincingly argues for the text to be read 
as a rhizomatic map in the spirit of Deleuze 
and Guattari’s A Thousand Plateaus.) Not 
only do the poems’ titles quite literally refer 
to people’s names and elements of the land-
scape—“The Road” or “The Face of the Dam: 
Vivian Jones”—the sequence also sketches 
out a crucial yet missing piece of the official 
Hawk’s Nest story, a narrative thread usu-
ally so common in the media’s treatment of 
disaster that it’s become a trope: the “pull-
ing together of community.” Six poems in, 
we meet the Gauley Bridge Committee, an 
organized group of ten tunnel victims, their 
family members, and witnesses, whose care-
taking and advocacy role had been totally 
absent from anything I’d read about the crisis 
up to that point. 

Rukeyser introduces them in “Praise of 
the Committee.” They sit around a stove 
under a single bare bulb, in the back of a shoe 
repair shop in Gauley Bridge, amid the din of 
machine belts. They are: Mrs. Leek (cook for 
the bus cafeteria); Mrs. Jones (three lost sons, 

husband sick); George Robinson (leader and 
voice); four other black workers (three drills, 
one camp-boy); Mearl Blankenship (the thin 
friendly man); Peyton (the engineer); Juanita 
(absent, the one outsider member).

The room is packed with tunnel workers 
and their wives, waiting. The Committee’s 
purpose is to feed and clothe the sick and 
lobby for legislation. George Robinson calls 
the meeting to order. They discuss the on-
going lawsuits, a bill under consideration, 
the relief situation. They talk about Fayette 
County Sheriff C. A. Conley, owner of the 
hotel in town, who heads up “the town ring.” 
Rumor has it that he’s intercepting parcels 
of money and clothing at the post office, 
sent by well-meaning New Yorkers to tun-
nel victims. At the end of the poem, their 
spectral voices rise up like the chorus from 
a classical tragedy, asking: Who runs through 
electric wires? Who speaks down every road?

This scene played over and over in my 
head like the beginning of a film I wanted 
to believe existed about Hawk’s Nest. A film 
like the one Muriel meant to make, a story of 
dignity and resistance that was yet to be told. 

Touch West Virginia where // the Mid-
land Trail leaves the Virginia furnace, / 
iron Clifton Forge, Covington iron, goes 
down / into the wealthy valley, resorts, the 
chalk hotel. // Pillars and fairway; spa; 
White Sulphur Springs.

I
n the early Appalachian spring of this 
year—what proved to be the wet eve of 
June’s storms—I found myself barreling 

down Route 60 with “The Book of the Dead” 
in the passenger’s seat. The rivers swelled 
brown and bristled with snags of trees be-
neath color-drained mountains capped with 
a dusting of snow. I was following Rukeyser’s 
map, becoming a tourist in my own home. 
Along the road I saw metal buildings printed 
with soda pop logos and heard the shrieks of 
peepers in their vernal ponds. Easter loomed, 
and a church’s sign assured me: DEATH IS DE-

FEATED. VICTORY IS WON. 
First stop: the “wealthy valley” from 

the cycle’s opening poem, White Sulphur 
Springs. It began as a resort hotel, market-

ing the area’s geothermal springs and rela-
tive freedom from insect-borne disease to 
slaveholding autocrats across the South, who 
evacuated their families from the lowlands 
each summer. The hotel was known then as 
the Old White—a string of cottages encir-
cling a bathhouse, where the South’s antebel-
lum politics and fashions played out around 
a burble of sulfurous waters with allegedly 
curative properties. Later owners the C&O 
Railroad changed the name to the Green-
brier. Though the sickly smelling spring was 
capped in the 1980s, the hotel is still run 
as a resort with a casino by West Virginia’s 
current Democratic nominee for governor, 
the coal operator Jim Justice. 

Whenever I catch sight of the Greenbri-
er, there’s an initial moment of nausea. Like 
standing in the center of a vast array of radio 
telescopes or driving up a holler surrounded 
by a massive but out-of-sight surface mine. 
When Rukeyser drove through, the hotel’s 
stark white façade had just been redone, but 
the inside was still Edwardian and dim, draped 
in the depressing purples and greens of a deep 
bruise. Global merchant powerhouses like the 
du Ponts and the Astors would have been fly-
ing into the brand-new airport for the hotel’s 
famous Easter celebration, where princesses, 
movie stars, and politicians performed their 
circus of white gentility. 

I parked beside a utility van brimming with 
roses and entered the building’s interior gal-
leries, which glowed like Jell-O–colored jew-
els. A dramatically lit hallway displayed busts 
of what appeared to be the same white man 
carved over and over in alabaster. I watched 
as workers prepared for daily tea service by 
putting out plates of sweets, around which 
tourists swarmed like wasps. A cheeky pianist 
played the theme song to Downton Abbey 
as I grabbed a cookie and made my way back 
outside. I wandered down Main Street to 
Route 60 American Grill and Bar, where a 
man from Jamaica was beating a man from 
Egypt at pool. The bartender answered the 
ringing phone: “Route 60, may I help you?” 
Some chunks of something slid into the fryer. 
I played “I Saw the Light” on the jukebox and 
drank by myself, before heading off to sleep 
in my car at the Amtrak station, a redbrick 
cottage perpetually decorated for Christmas. 
The entire town of White Sulphur Springs 
would in a few months be under floodwaters; 
three bodies would be pulled from the resort 
grounds, where the five golf courses had, in 
a handful of hours, become a lake. 
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The next morning, I continued along the 
path Rukeyser laid out in her poem “The 
Road,” rolling westward through the Little 
Levels of the Greenbrier Valley, passing lime-
stone quarries and white farmhouses drift-
ing in pools of new, raw grass. In Rainelle, I 
stopped at Alfredo’s to eat an eggplant sand-
wich in a room full of steelworkers talking 
about ramps, the garlicky onion that her-
alds our spring. After, I skirted the mangled 
guardrails of Sewell Mountain, a 3,200-foot 
summit that today is clear-cut by loggers, 
where Gen. Robert E. Lee once headquar-
tered himself under a sugar maple in the fall 
of 1861. I passed Spy Rock, where Native 
Americans sent up signal fires, watched for 
their enemies. New beech leaves glistered 
like barely hardened films. 

In the afternoon I arrived at the Recon-
struction-era courthouse in Fayetteville, less 
than a mile from my home, and climbed its 
entrance of pink sandstone. Most tunnel-
related court documents were turned over 
to Rinehart & Dennis as part of the 1933 
settlement deal. Even so, I found overlooked 
summonses, pleas, and depositions scattered 
throughout the county’s hundreds of case 
files. Soon, I held a blueprint of the tunnel 
in my hands, apparently entered as an exhibit 
in the first case to go to trial. It suggested 
the elegance of a graphic musical score, yet 
filled me with that stony disaster dread. At 
the time of the trial, some of the plaintiff’s 
witnesses were actively dying. Still, the jury 
deadlocked, and accusations of jury tam-
pering arose when one juror was observed 
traveling to and from the courthouse in a 
company car. In time, the plaintiff’s lawyers 
were on record for having accepted a secret 
payment of $20,000 from Rinehart & Den-
nis to grease the wheels for a settlement. (In 
a turn of unexpected, though slight, justice, 
half the money was later distributed among 
their clients, by judge’s order.)

As I sat in the clerk’s office trying to put 
the pieces together, Fayette County Circuit 
Judge John Hatcher walked in. I was sur-
prised when he stopped to talk. We traded 
wisecracks back and forth for a while, and 
then I showed him what I was looking at. 
“Awful what happened,” Hatcher said. “They 
killed a lot of blacks.” Then he launched 
into a story from World War II in which the 
American GIs give out chocolate bars to the 
survivors of a concentration camp, but the 
richness of the sweets makes their starving 
bodies sick. I wasn’t sure what the point of 

his story was until he looked me square in 
the eyes and said: “Nazis.” 

I am a Married Man and have a fam-
ily.       God / knows if they can do 
anything for me / it will be appreciated / 
if you can do anything for me / let me 
know soon

I 
left Fayetteville and followed Route 60 
over Gauley Mountain, crossing the tun-
nel’s path three times. I came into Gauley 

Bridge, the first community off the mountain 
and the first one you come to on Rukeyser’s 
map. It’s equal parts bucolic river town and 
postindustrial shell. I stopped at a thrift store, 
one of the only open businesses in the down-
town core, and bought a copy of Conley and 
Stutler’s West Virginia Yesterday and Today 
for thirty-five cents. Adopted officially into 
the public school curriculum in 1958 but 

used widely in classrooms since its publica-
tion in 1931, it’s literally a textbook case of 
white people’s amnesia. The index does not 
list “Slavery.” The existence of “Negroes” is 
acknowledged six times, most often in rela-
tion to their “education.” It’s mute on the 
lost lives at Hawk’s Nest, offering instead a 
description of an engineering marvel and a 
scenic overlook. 

Back out on the street, I heard a sweet voice 
call out: “Diamond, are you working today?” 
I looked up and saw a frail man with pale 
blue eyes, rubbing his nose with a tissue. I 
told him I was Catherine but that I wished 
my name were Diamond, and he said, “You 
favor her. She just started working down at 
the nursing home.” 

He turned out to be Pastor Charles Blan-
kenship, the preacher at Brownsville Holi-
ness Church and the proprietor of the New 
River Lodge, formerly the Conley Hotel, 
where I planned to stay the night. What 
looked to me now like three shabby stories 
of grayish-yellow brick was a swanky stop 
for travelers when it was built in 1932, some-
thing I could imagine on the backstreets of 
Miami Beach. I believed Charles when he 
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told me that Hank Williams had stayed at 
the Conley on many occasions. There’s strong 
evidence that Rukeyser had stayed here too; 
her son Bill remembers a black-and-white 
postcard of it among her keepsakes. 

In 2016, I found the lobby a friendly clut-

ter of dusty MoonPies, hurricane lamps, and 
old panoramic photos that lit up for me the 
Gauley Bridge of 1936: its busy bus station 
and café, its theater and filling stations, the 
scenes of prior floods. A bulletin board dis-
played one of those optical illusions of Jesus 

with his eyes closed—stare at it long enough 
(i.e., believe), and his eyes are supposed to 
open. Most of the hotel’s residents today 
are long-term tenants, elderly or on hous-
ing assistance, but this lobby used to hum, 
Charles told me, recalling the thick steaks 

The cemetery at Whippoorwill.
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that fried on the grill at the restaurant. The 
Conley filled up most nights when Charles’s 
dad worked here as a porter, hauling luggage 
to the rooms of rich people passing through 
on their way to the East Coast. “I can picture 
them coming through the door,” Charles 

said. “He used to get calls all night.”
Charles was born in 1939 and grew up in a 

company house in a nearby coal camp called 
Big Creek, located about where Rukeyser 
drew “Nincompoop’s Road” on her map. 
Like everyone I would meet, he wanted to 
know what I was doing in Gauley Bridge, so 
I told him I was looking into Hawk’s Nest 
and Rukeyser’s poem. He said he preached a 
funeral a few years ago for a woman whose 
daddy died of silicosis in the tunnel. He men-
tioned this fact in his sermon, and after the 
service, some of the woman’s relatives came 
up and thanked him. They hadn’t known.

I suddenly thought of the cycle’s poem 
titled “Mearl Blankenship,” about a “thin 
friendly man” who worked on the tunnel and 
served on the Gauley Bridge Committee. I 
asked Charles whether he had any relatives 
by that name. “That was my daddy,” he said. 
I told him about Nancy’s letter to Muriel, 
in which she wrote, “Stress, through the 
stor[y] of Blankenship . . . the necessity of a 
thorough investigation in order to indict the 
Co., its lawyers and doctors and undertaker, 
how the company cheated these menout [sic] 
of their lives.”

“Well, what about that?” said Charles with 
wonder. “He possibly did. . . .” He told me 
that his dad, whose nickname was Windy, 
had died at the age of forty-one. “He took 
that heart attack right over there,” Charles 
said, gesturing toward some couches in the 
lobby. That night his father had told Sheriff 
Conley, the hotel owner, over and over: 
“I’m hurting so bad in my chest.” Through 
the night, Conley fed him an entire bottle 
of aspirin pills. By the time he was rushed 
to a medical clinic around 2 A.M., Mearl had 
just hours to live. 

I read “Mearl Blankenship” to Charles. 
Most of it consists of a letter that “Mearl,” 
a steel nipper who laid track in the tunnel, 
wrote to a newspaper in the city about his 
condition. At that point, he was losing 
weight and feared the worst. When I got 
through reading the poem, Charles said: 
“That wouldn’t be my dad. He never worked 
like that over there.” I asked him who he 
thought the guy in the poem was, and he 
said he didn’t have a clue. “It’s very unusual 
because all the Blankenships I knew.” He 
asked me for a photocopy, and then we dis-
cussed the brand-new aorta he got for free 
from a hospital in Cleveland. 

That evening, I attended Charles’s church 
with a friend. The sanctuary of Browns-

ville Holiness, perched on a pitched hillside 
along the Gauley River, is adorned with 
red wall-to-wall carpet and a single, simple 
wooden cross. Services kicked off with an 
hour’s worth of live karaoke for the Lord, as 
congregants took turns singing at the altar, 
backed by members of a band who arrived 
late and casually set up around them. Then 
they all prayed in tongues. After, Charles 
shouted, “To know Christ is like coming 
out of a dark tunnel into the light! There is 
power in the blood of the Lamb! In the city 
where the Lamb is the light, you won’t need 
no electric there!” On multiple occasions, he 
stopped the service cold and asked both my 
Jewish companion and myself to approach 
the altar and give witness. I smiled with 
a Presbyterian’s customary politeness and 
declined. “Maybe next time,” said my good-
natured friend. 

Brother Nathan, with his thin, tawny hair 
and slow, easy voice, rose to read a scene from 
scripture. Simon and the other disciples were 
gathering up their fishing nets after nary a 
nibble all night, just as Jesus told them to 
throw the nets back out again, for no appar-
ent reason. “Nevertheless,” said Simon, “at 
thy word I will let down the net.” Brother 
Nathan told us, “The facts will scare you. 
We need to put aside the facts. It’s time to 
say, ‘Nevertheless.’ I don’t care what the 
enemy throws at me. The devil can come at 
me every which way, but nevertheless, I’m 
going on with God, I’m going on with God, 
and I’m going all the way. . . . Nevertheless, 
nevertheless, nevertheless . . .”

Weeks later, I still wished I’d gone to the 
altar, that I’d known the right words about 
the tunnel to take there. Instead, I pieced 
together a Mearl Blankenship from census 
records—a white baby born “Orin M” in 1908 
in the lumber company camp called Swiss. Ten 
years later, the family was farming; in 1930, 
“Murrell” was twenty-one and literate, living 
with his parents in the Falls district of Fayette 
among coal miners, dam construction labor-
ers, painters, lumber ticks, and dairy farmers. 
By 1940, ten years after tunnel construction 
began, “Myal” was an unemployed cement 
mixer, married to Clara, with whom he had 
three children, including an infant, Charles. 
He worked only twenty weeks in 1939 and 
earned $800. He died of a heart attack on Feb-
ruary 3, 1950, and was buried at Line Creek. 
Charles was ten years old. 

I brought a copy of “Mearl Blankenship” 
back to the Conley on a cold spring day 
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several weeks after my initial visit to Gauley 
Bridge—“a rough old day,” as Pastor Charles 
put it. I found him eating cheese puffs out 
of a coffee filter in the dim hotel lobby. He 
welcomed me back, took the poem, and this 
time read it to himself silently. He finally 
looked up, tearful, and said, “I’d say that was 
my Dad. I had no idea. It stands to reason he 
worked there, because there was no other 
work back then.” 

What Charles remembered of his father 
was his sleeping body glimpsed through the 
doorway of their coal camp house. Light 
filtered through some kind of sheer curtain. 
Once, Charles watched a black snake slither 
out of the ceiling and dangle in midair over 
Mearl as he slept. Charles repeated the story 
about Sheriff Conley and the bottle of aspi-
rin. He repeated the story about the family 
who didn’t know that their kin worked at 
Hawk’s Nest. When I finally got up to leave, 
he held my hand tight, locked into my gaze, 
and told me that he loved me. I told him I 
loved him back.

George Robinson holds all their strength 
together: / To fight the companies      to 
make somehow a future. // “At any rate, 
it is inadvisable to keep a community of 
dying / persons intact.”

W
hile reporting this story, I learned 
that two of Nancy Naumburg’s 
photos from Gauley Bridge had 

resurfaced at the Metropolitan Museum 
of Art. The first is a shot of a town where 
black tunnel workers lived, Vanetta, which 
Rukeyser had marked with a cluster of Xs 
on her map. Raw wood structures line a 
thin strip of land between the railroad and 
the Gauley River. The air holds fog—or is 
it smoke? A scatter of people sits waiting 
for a train in the distance, where the tracks 
vanish into perspective. 

After my first night at the Conley, I woke 
early and started down the abandoned rail 
line toward Vanetta. The cool, misty air 
sang with the frenzy of mating frogs and 
feeding birds. A dripping rock wall rose up 
on my right; wild blue phlox, oyster mush-
rooms, and sandy beaches spread down to 

the river on my left. After crossing a trestle, 
I began to pass into the frame of Nancy’s 
photograph. 

It was the same bend in the track that 
Leon Brewer, a statistician with the Federal 
Emergency Relief Administration, rounded 
in 1934. The apocalyptic dispatch he filed 
in confidence soon afterward counted 
101 residents of Vanetta, occupying “41 
tumble-down hovels, [with] 14 children, 
44 adult females, and 43 adult males.” All 
but ten of the men were sick. “Support for 
the community comes from the earnings of 
15 of the males, 14 of whom suffer from 
silicosis. Thirteen are engaged on a road 
construction project 18 miles away and are 
forced to walk to and from work, leaving 
them but 5 hours a day for labor. Moreover 
many . . . are frequently too weak to lift a 
sledge hammer.” 

According to Brewer, these black fami-
lies froze through the winter, starved and 
begged for both food and work. (One white 
local told me that he used to hunt for duck 
in the area where some of the sick, hungry 
workers camped on flat rocks next to the 
river; once, they asked him to bring them 
back a duck, and instead he returned with 
crow as a joke.) Brewer called for direct 
relief, “despite the protests of the white 
people,” and an immediate improvement 
in housing and sanitation. He declared that 
anyone who wanted to return home should 
be given passage and assistance with recon-
necting to his or her home community. “At 
any rate,” he wrote, “it is inadvisable so-
cially to keep a community of dying persons 
intact. Every means should be exerted to 
move these families, so that they may be in 
communities where they will be accepted, 
and where the wives and children will find 
adjustment easier.”

The other Naumburg image that resur-
faced depicts the interior of a worker’s home 
in Vanetta: George Robinson’s kitchen. 
Robinson, who came from Georgia, was 
the closest thing to a media spokesperson 
that the black tunnel worker ever had. In 
the frame of the photo, light falls onto a 
cookstove with kettles at the ready, the 
papered-over wall of Robinson’s board-
and-batten home arrayed with essential 
cooking implements: a whisk, a muffin 
tin, a roasting pan. A white rag dries on a 
line in the light.

I conjure the scene in the shack. I see 
George sitting, reciting what he told Con-

gress and the juries, almost rote by now. His 
breathing is labored. I see his wife, Mary—
is she distracted by thoughts of dinner, 
whether she should offer these women 
something to eat? Has a white lady ever 
been in her kitchen? Maybe they reminded 
her of the social workers who came from 
Gauley Bridge. Maybe Nancy is setting 
up her camera, her head ducking under the 
black cloth, as she peers through the ground 
glass, trying to get the focus right. Why, 
Mary wonders, had she chosen that wall? 
What did she read there? Did Mary want it 
to be read? Muriel sits, jotting down what 
George tells her in a notebook, wanting to 
capture it all, but also attempting to main-
tain eye contact—aware at every moment 
of the discomfort her privilege brings into 
the room. Was theirs a welcome visit, I 
wonder, or did the presence of these two 
white women disrupt the family’s hard-won 
and precarious sense of sanctuary?

Muriel and Nancy made this visit in 
the spring that followed Robinson’s con-
gressional testimony; by June he was in 
the hospital, and by July 1 he was dead of 
“Heart Trouble” at fifty-one. On July 12, 
they buried him at Vanetta. I never found 
George Robinson on any census, nor do I 
know if he had children, or where I might 
begin to search for any surviving relatives. 
The only picture of him I ever came across 
was an Acme press photo from the D.C. 
hearing in which he is misidentified in the 
caption as “Arthur” (for that matter, his last 
name was misspelled in the congressional 
record). He sits at a table with papers spread 
around him, wearing a plaid woolen coat 
and button-up shirt. His arm is raised mid-
gesture and his mouth paused mid-speech 
as he describes to the labor subcommittee 
chair the conditions under which he worked 
and contracted silicosis. 

Robinson testified that he ran a sinker 
drill straight down into the rock, that it 
was operated dry, and that he wasn’t given 
any protective gear. He witnessed two men 
crushed by falling rock. “The boss was 
always telling us to ‘hurry, hurry, hurry.’” 
He described the dusty trees in the labor 
camps where black workers lived around 
the tunnel mouth, the shack rousters paid 
by the company to physically coerce the sick 
men to work. Sheriff Conley came around 
and ran off those who couldn’t continue, 
he said, men so weak they had to “stand 
up at the sides of trees to hold themselves 
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up.” He remembered one who died under 
a rock. Robinson knew of one hundred and 
eighteen who perished, had personally 
helped bury thirty-five, and estimated a 
total death toll of five hundred. He said the 
company burned down the camps when 
the project was complete, so the workers 
would scatter. They even “put some of the 
men in jail because they wouldn’t vacate 
the houses.” 

Bernard Jones—a white man who lost 
his father, uncle, and three brothers 
to silicosis—gave new context to this 
exodus story in a 1984 oral history with 
occupational health specialist Dr. Martin 
Cherniack. The white merchants at Gauley 
Bridge had liked the idea of the tunnel 
workers at first, said Jones, because they 
thought money was to be made from them. 
But eventually, they got “irritated” and 
accused them of “thieving,” stockpiling 
stolen goods under a nearby railroad 
bridge. The merchants and professionals 
wrote an open letter denouncing the 
media for printing “propaganda” about 
their town, decrying the “undesirables, 
mainly Negroes” who had taken up 
residence there. Still, some of the black 
workers who lacked either the health 
or the means to go elsewhere attempted 
to stay at Vanetta. “Who it was I do not 
know,” said Bernard, “but somebody in 
Gauley Bridge went across the river in 
Vanetta, and they put a big cross up there 
on the hillside and wrapped it with rags 
and soaked it with gasoline and set it on 
fire. Well, these black people, when they 
seen that cross burning, that scared them. 
And the next morning one group right 
after another came down that railroad 
track headed for the bus station, going 
back home to the South.” 

And now here I was, the latest white 
witness-invader, tromping in the opposite 
direction, back into Vanetta, where not 
a single structure was left. I saw a path 
that led from the tracks up the hillside 
and into the woods. Rukeyser’s poem 
“George Robinson: Blues” tells me to 
look to the hills for the graveyard, and so 
I followed its lines into what was becoming 
a warm, cloudless spring day. I found it: a 
cemetery covering the whole mountain. 
I saw a corroded gravestone from 1865 
and the fresh grave of an infant buried 
the day before, but I never found George 
Robinson’s. 
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He shall not be diminished, never; / I 
shall give a mouth to my son. 

I
n press photos and newsreels from 1936, 
Emma Jones appeared white, beautiful, 
and hungry. Sometimes she wore a little 

fur around her neck. She—who had lost three 
sons and was soon to lose both her brother 
and her husband—had become the white face 
of the tunnel’s suffering in the American 
mind, the media’s “Migrant Mother” of this 
particular disaster.

When construction began, she and her 
husband, Charley, lived at Gamoca (Jah-MO-
kah), a little town with a company store and 
a swinging bridge over the river, just down 
the tracks from Vanetta. She had nine chil-
dren at the time and would go on to have 
two more. Charley and her sons worked in 
the coal mines, when there was work (which 
there wasn’t). That is to say, they bootlegged. 
It was one of Charley’s customers, a foreman 
at the tunnel, who convinced them to look for 
jobs at Hawk’s Nest. Charley became a water 
boy. Cecil, the oldest son, was a driller. The 
youngest, Shirley, a nipper. And Owen, the 
middle son, had a mean streak and disliked 
blacks, so the company supervisors made him 
a foreman and gave him a ball bat. 

The brothers got sick around the same time; 
their father held out a few years longer. Emma 
went out to Route 60 and begged for money 
to buy them chest X-rays. Before Shirley 
died—so skeletal Emma could lift and move 
him around the house like a lamp—he made 
his mother promise to have the family doctor 
perform an autopsy on his body. The doctor, in 
fact, preserved the lungs of all three brothers, 
hardened like cement, in jars as proof of their 
disease. The Jones Boys. That’s what the doctor’s 
son and his wife called the disembodied lungs 
after the old doctor died, I guess to make the 
whole thing feel less atrocious. The lungs sat 
in the couple’s basement for years like forgot-
ten pickles—until they loaded them into the 
back of their pickup truck, drove them up to 
the dump at the top of Cotton Hill Mountain, 
and chucked them over the side. “They sure 
made a racket when they went down over the 
mountain,” the woman said later in an oral his-
tory, “but it sounded like just one jar broke.” 

I learned that many of the family’s descen-
dants still lived in the area. People like Anita 
Jones Cecil, one of Charley and Emma’s grand-
children. I hesitated before contacting her, 
worried that I would disrupt her grieving 
process, or that she wouldn’t want to talk to 
me; worse yet, that she’d want me to stop 
talking. But when I found her on Facebook 
one day, it seemed like maybe she’d been 
waiting awhile to tell this story. “My family 
is chained to that place by ghosts,” she wrote 
in the message box. “Hawk’s Nest chained 
my grandmother and my father to Fayette 
County through generational poverty. . . . I 
have three sisters and two brothers, and I am 
the only one that went to college. We didn’t 
have a chance.” 

Anita agreed to meet up at the library in 
downtown Charleston, where we settled 
next to a window in a dim, empty meeting 
room. She struck me as graceful and strong, 
with long brown hair and brown eyes, deep 
dimples, and a gaze that felt like a steady hand. 
She said, “This is what my dad told me, and 
what I actually think: they actively sought 
people who were poor, who were desper-
ate and uneducated, and shipped them up 
here. Expendable people. People that nobody 
would miss.” 

Together, we looked at Rukeyser’s map. I 
pointed out the house labeled “Mrs. Jones’.” 
Anita told me it was the small farm that Emma 
and Charley bought for $1,700 with their 
settlement money, near present-day Browns-
ville Holiness. They received roughly twice 
the compensation that a black family would 
have received, but there was still nothing left 
over to live on, and Charley had to go back to 
work in the coal mines to pay off their debts. 
For a short time, while she was pregnant with 
Wilford (Anita’s father), Emma worked at 
a WPA sewing factory in Gauley Bridge to 
support the family. Her oldest surviving son 
later said that she gave away bags of potatoes 
and flour to needy neighbors until the money 
ran out, and the family was right back where 
they started. 

Charley died in 1941, leaving Emma a 
single mother with three children under 
eighteen. Then their house burned down. 
Emma turned to the Holy Spirit to get her 
through those times—she prayed and spoke 
in tongues. Eventually, she remarried and 
settled in a four-room coal camp house in 
Jodie, and life got a little easier. She had one 
of the nicest homes in town, with red tar 
shingles, a little fishpond, and a colony of 

elephant ears that she grew and shared with 
her neighbors. Anita may have never met her 
grandmother, but she grew up in that house, 
raised by her grandmother’s ghost. 

Anita said her father used to warn her not 
to depend on anybody else, not even a man, 

The hydroelectric station on the New River powered by water from the Hawk’s Nest Tunnel and Dam.
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for anything. “You have to make it on your 
own”—that’s what the tunnel taught Wilford 
Jones. But Anita thought it taught him some-
thing else, too. “My dad was always going on 
and on about how you should treat everybody 
the same, everybody’s equal no matter what 

the race, religion, any of that kind of stuff. 
And I think that was directly related to his 
experiences as a little child.” Anita said her 
father was clever, could do math in his head. 
He started college but couldn’t figure out a 
way to pay for it, so he came home to help sup-

port the family. The only work he could find 
was in the coal mines, and by the time Anita 
was a child, he was sick with black lung. She 
told me it didn’t hold him back. Once, while 
he healed from heart surgery, “The miners 
went on strike, and he wanted to go out and 



 - 106 - F A L L  2 0 1 6

picket with staples in his chest,” she said. 
“That’s the kind of people we’re dealing with 
when you talk about my family.” Near the 
end, perhaps delirious from lack of oxygen, 
Wilford got the idea that he was the actual 
son of Mother Jones, the union organizer 
who radicalized after she lost her four sons 
and husband to yellow fever. Some people 
had a theory that she had given her children 
up instead, to shield them from the dangers 
of her work. It became part of Wilford’s truth 
that he was one of those sacrificed sons. Before 
he died at the age of fifty-six, he told his fam-
ily to open his chest when he was gone, just 
as they’d done to his brothers, to perform 
an autopsy and prove he had black lung. He 
told them to seek compensation. “I think he 
dwelled on the past and thought about how 
things should have been and was sad over it,” 
said Anita. “I personally, I’m a little bit mad.” 

Anita channeled that rage into a career 
in social services—she became an economic 
service worker at the West Virginia Division 
of Rehabilitation Services, processing relief 
applications and determining eligibility for 
Social Security and SSI. When Anita drives 
past the Alloy plant today, she thinks, “That’s 
who killed my family. That’s where our lives 
went. . . . I watch it happen over and over again 
in West Virginia, where families of coal min-
ers, families of Hawk’s Nest, will lose their 
primary breadwinner and they just struggle 
and struggle and struggle until they die.” 
After all the death, after all the wealth was 
shipped out of the tunnel, she said, nothing 
was ever given back to Gauley Bridge—no 
investment in education or infrastructure. 
“Instead of being developed, it died with 
those men.” 

We read Rukeyser’s poem “Absalom” to-
gether, facing each other in two chairs before a 
window overlooking the main intersection of 
Charleston’s modest downtown. Somewhere 
in the shadows of the room, I like to think, 
Muriel was there—her wavy hair pushed back 
from her wide forehead, a dimple marking 
her soft chin. Anita held a photocopy of the 
poem in her hands, while I held the recorder. 
She leaned forward, reading half silently and 
half out loud lines from her grandmother’s 
congressional testimony, jump-cut with frag-
ments of spells from The Egyptian Book of the 
Dead. When Anita got to lines that interested 
her, she stopped and free-associated. 

One of these was a passage that Rukeyser 
appropriated from the ancient text, meant to 
ensure that the hearts of the deceased were 

given back to them before rebirth. Then the 
deceased get their mouths back, and their 
limbs stretch out with an electrical charge. 
They are reembodied, with the power to move 
between portals of worlds freely. “I will be in 
the sky . . .” the dead chant. 

I asked Anita where she found hope in this 
story—her story, any of them—because some-
times I simply could not. She said, “Have you 
ever really looked at Gauley Mountain, how 
beautiful it is? That’s where I find my hope, 
yes. You think to yourself, God’s here. He’s 
here. He’s not forgotten any one of those souls 
that died.” She handed me a Bible verse she’d 
written out: “Fear not, therefore, for there is 
nothing covered that shall not be revealed; 
nothing hidden that shall not be known.” 

“That’s what I think of when I think of 
Hawk’s Nest,” Anita said. “I’m not afraid. 
’Cause I know everything will come out 
eventually.” 

I take her to mean, “God knows what that 
company did.” 

A few weeks later, I walked three-abreast 
on the train tracks with Anita and Rita Jones 
Hanshaw, Anita’s sister, toward Gamoca 
Cemetery, where most of the Jones family 
is buried. The day threatened rain; the Gauley 
flowed deep and brown in flood, though we 
were still months from the June storms that 
would bury Belva in water. The sisters de-
bated the way up to the graves. Anita tore 
through the thickening understory in one 
direction, while Rita and I started up a rug-
ged logging path. Both women found it at 
once: the array of bathtub-size depressions in 
the earth, clusters of metal markers nestled 
among saplings, with blank spaces where the 
names once were. Tree roots heaved up and 
twisted the iron fences encircling the burial 
plots. We came to a slight clearing, shaded 
by giant hemlock and carpeted in Easter lil-
ies—there in a row, Shirley, Cecil, Owen, and 
Charley lay buried. A family member with 
money had recently invested in flat stone 
markers, engraved with their names. Emma’s 
body rests with her second family in nearby 
London, West Virginia. 

Rita, the spitting image of her grandmoth-
er, spoke of her thirst for justice; of Shirley, 
who was working in the tunnel to save money 
for college; the thrill she felt a few years ago 
when she first heard the sound of her grand-
father’s voice, caught in an old newsreel some-
one posted on YouTube. Around that time, 
she and her sister Tammy began digging in 
the archives for the death certificates of tunnel 

workers, as a kind of self-fashioned therapy. 
“We just feel that us doing the research, and 
finding out what happened, it helps us heal. 
I know it was before we were born, but we 
still have feelings about this. It’s our grand-
parents, people we didn’t get to know. And 
through this we feel like we’re growing to 
know them.”

For those given to voyages : these roads / dis-
cover gullies, invade, Where does it go now? / 
Now turn upstream twenty-five yards. Now 
road again. / Ask the man on the road. Saying, 
That cornfield?

T
he white cemeteries wouldn’t accept 
the growing number of black dead, and 
the slave graveyard at Summersville 

was already full. So Union Carbide paid 
an undertaker named H. C. White $55 for 
each tunnel worker he buried in a field on 
his mother’s farm in neighboring Nicholas 
County. In 1935, a photo of cornstalks and 
mass graves on the White Farm made its way 
into the mainstream press and eventually 
caught the concern of a congressman from 
New York, who called for an inquiry into 
the accusations of corporate criminality at 
Hawk’s Nest. Members of the Gauley Bridge 
Committee and others gave nine days’ worth 
of official testimony, but Congress never took 
up the labor subcommittee’s recommendation 
to investigate. (The West Virginia legislature 
passed a weak silicosis statute in 1935, es-
sentially set up to protect employers from 
similar future disasters.) Nevertheless, a 
trove of eyewitness and victims’ accounts, 
which would have otherwise gone missing, 
had been put down on record. And without 
that, it’s hard to imagine Rukeyser’s “Book of 
the Dead”—or much of any memory at all.  

The White family sold their farm in 1954, 
and the record remained more or less as it was 
until 1972. That year, the state surveyed for a 
new four-lane road and found human remains 
in its path, sixty-three possible graves. A state 
contractor sifted through the soil for bones 
and placed them in three-foot boxes, rebury-
ing them adjacent to the highway, along the 
towering pink sandstone cliffs that edge Sum-
mersville Lake. H. C. White’s son, the local 



- 107 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r g - 107 - 

undertaker of record, signed off on the whole 
thing. And there they remained, forgotten 
again, until 2012. 

Thirty miles from Gamoca, at a highway 
exit called Whippoorwill, I met up with 
Charlotte Yeager, who played a role in the 
recent rediscovery of the Hawk’s Nest buri-
als. I parked next to a guardrail strewn with 
the Weed-Eaten heads of wild daisies. Char-
lotte, the publisher of the Nicholas Chronicle, 
emerged from a gray minivan with a pin on 
her chest in the shape of a ramp. It was April, 
and Richwood (another town hit hard by the 
June floods) had just hosted its big feed. 

Charlotte heard the rumors about the bod-
ies of black workers buried in the hills when 
she moved from Charleston to Summersville 
twenty years ago. “Everybody knew it, you 
know. It was just kept hush-hush because they 
were embarrassed.” She tried a few times to 
locate them but with no luck. Then one day, 
she read a story in the Charleston paper about 
two guys—likewise haunted by the missing 
men—who had led a reporter to this site, 
claiming it held some of the workers’ graves. 
One of them, Richard Hartman, later told me 
that the first time he went to Whippoorwill, 
he had to pick his way over rusting appli-
ances and piles of roadkill that the highway 
department had been tossing over the side of 
the road for years. The sun’s glint on a metal 
grave marker between the trees and trash was 
all that gave it away. 

After that newspaper story, word got out, 
and a group of community members arose 
around a common desire to rededicate the 
cemetery. They included not only Charlotte, 
but local high school students, religious lead-
ers, filmmakers, government officials, and 
descendants of white tunnel victims—like 
the Joneses. They cleared the area around 
the graves; the state came out and did a ra-
dar survey of the site. Rita Jones Hanshaw, 
a schoolteacher, and her sister Tammy began 
digging into vital records for names of work-
ers. Plans for a memorial park were drawn up 
and then realized at a 2012 ceremony honor-
ing the dead. A white barefoot preacher from 
Summersville joined with a black minister 
from Beckley to anoint the site with water 
from the New River; local youth lit a candle 
for each departed soul. It had taken eighty-two 
years, but hopes ran high that the workers’ 
families might be reunited with their loved 
ones across death. 

Charlotte led me through an elegant arch-
way, past a stone engraved with the story of 

Hawk’s Nest, and up a short path to several 
neat rows of depressions, each marked with 
a wooden cross and an orange surveyor’s flag. 
After days of rain, the depressions held clear, 
still water that reminded me of baptismal 
fonts in a church sanctuary. Hemlock, beech, 
and red maple saplings grew among and in-
side them; moss and ferns cushioned lichen-
draped boulders forming natural benches 
around the burials. Sunlight dappled the 
glossy leaves of rhododendrons. It would 
have been almost peaceful if not for the rush-
ing traffic above our heads. But it was beauti-
ful, in spite of itself. 

Later, as I sat in my car next to the creek that 
drained Whippoorwill into the lake, I thought 
with disgust: I swim here in the summer. 
Then I got a random call from a friend who 
had lost the hard drive that contained her life’s 
digital history, who sought my advice for its 
recovery. I told her that the thing about data 
is it’s not invisible; it’s there, in traces. Every 
byte has its physical form. Poetry, I remember 
thinking, fills in the gaps.

Defense is sight; widen the lens and see / 
standing over the land myths of iden-
tity,      new signals, processes: 

T
he Gauley Bridge Historical Society 
is headquartered in some shambles in 
a narrow green building on Route 60, 

next to a bridge that burned twice in the Civil 
War. I had heard that the old museum held 
documents relating to Hawk’s Nest, so I’d 
made an appointment to visit. It was raining 
when I walked in, and Nancy Taylor sat at a 
desk among empty display cases and stacks of 
files. She looked at me like the public school 
teacher she is and said, “How can I help you?” 
in a tone that sounded like, “Impress me.” I 
told her I’d come to see the material she men-
tioned on the phone, and she started handing 
me bundles of papers. 

I took them to a table and began flipping 
through one of the stacks. I saw typewrit-
ten lists of names, mortality tables, narra-
tives, and I felt the quickening of adrenaline 
through my blood. I started urgently taking 
photos for later study, but it soon became 
clear that the pages—which appeared to be 
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multiple sections of a single text—were in 
jumbled disarray: faded legal-size photocopies 
of names, some barely legible, and hopelessly 
out of order. Under the tin roof in the rain, 
I spent hours of the afternoon reconstruct-
ing the document. Nancy seemed into it and 
said she didn’t have anything else to do. The 
chief of police even dropped by to add his two 
cents. What he said, I don’t remember. All I 
could think about was the sorting. Finally, I 
put the last of its two hundred and twenty-
seven sheets into place, which turned out to 
be the title page: Accident and Mortality Data 
on Rinehart and Dennis Company Employees 
and Miscellaneous Data on Silicosis, Copy 
No. 2, March 10, 1936. Nancy and I cheered. 
She let me borrow the manuscript (I think 
she was grateful for the new order). I felt its 
preciousness in my hands, its presence in my 
car on the way to the copy shop. 

When I finally read it, I could see it was 
the company’s version of everything—their 
racially segregated tallies of employees who 
died in West Virginia from 1930 to 1935 (one 
hundred ten total); their count of “alleged” 
silicosis victims (fourteen); their estimation of 
the number of men they admit actually died 
of the disease (basically none). Line by line, 
they rebutted the testimony of the Gauley 
Bridge Committee’s members, tearing into 
them with audaciously racist and belittling 
commentary, blaming the victims and “radical 
agitators” for all the trouble. Of their leader, 
George Robinson, they wrote that he was fak-
ing it all, in order to enjoy “notoriety, travel 
without cost to himself, and the pleasure 
of making an impression on white people 
for probably the first time.” One section in-
cluded a list of the deceased for whom H. C. 
White had served as undertaker: sixty-one 
employees (fifty-six black, five white) and 
five camp followers, including three women. 
Thirty-six he buried at the White Farm; the 
remainder were placed in other local cemeter-
ies or shipped out of state to towns like Syria, 
Virginia; Union, South Carolina; Knoxville, 
Tennessee. . . . This list was flawed and, like 
the congressional hearing, not enough, but 
it was a beginning. 

It was the beginning of more than memory. 
I’d found the company’s narrative, yes, but it 
held the names, each one the beginning of a 
spell against the narrative of disaster. And 
against shame. Each one, a link to descendants 
for whom this list likely mattered a whole lot 
more than it did even to me. Here was the 
evidence one could intone. Like Rukeyser’s 

poem, the list ran counter to the version of 
events where we all crawl off and die quietly. 
It held the potential to move that story, and it 
had been sitting here this whole time. 

How had it made its way into this halfway 
shut-down museum? Nancy casually men-
tioned the name of a mutual acquaintance of 
ours who might know more about its origins, 
so I called him up. “I got [those materials] in a 
way that I probably shouldn’t have,” he told 
me. “I’ll be real cryptic here. I was able to get 
into the rooms at the power station where 
they stored all the records, and I borrowed a 
lot of stuff one night, and I shared that with 
a number of folks. . . . And then I put the 
originals back.” This was back in the 1980s. 
Apparently, he said, the company had bought 
everything they could find about Hawk’s Nest 
and put it all in a room that “looked like a jail 
cell,” under the power house. 

and this our region, // desire, field, begin-
ning.     Name and road, / communication 
to these many men, / as epilogue, seeds of 
unending love.

I 
used to be able to walk so close to the dam 
that I could practically climb across it. At 
its edge sat a creepy beige trailer with a 

single light that could be seen from the gorge’s 
rim at night. On a wet day in April, I set out 
for it; I wanted to see the dam as it strained 
against the spring rains. The river ran wicked 
under the bridge where I parked and then 
started down a gravel road thronged with red 
warning signs: EXTREME DANGER—IF YOU NOTICE 

CHANGING CONDITIONS, GET OUT! 

I had pushed levers called questions and 
the story had opened. How unqualified, 
how unprepared I felt for what I had found. 
Until that day at the Gauley Bridge Histori-
cal Society, few words had adhered to the 
uncounted dead, so I could abstract them in 
the “supposed” or “alleged” past. Suddenly 
their scale had become specific, and therefore 
vast. I knew their families were out there, in 
my mind always somewhere south of here, 
living—either in full knowledge of their 
family’s inheritance, or in ignorance of it. 
Their trauma, I presumed, could be traced 
down through the generations. Yet none of 

this suffering was mine, was it? “Mine.” I 
feared I was reinforcing some kind of savior 
narrative I had about my own white self—
a middle-class woman who just wanted to 
“do the right thing,” not embarrass anybody, 
most especially herself. I worried that, instead 
of resurrecting, I had desecrated the resting 
dead—ghosts who had never elected me their 
spokesperson. The names of the Hawk’s Nest 
dead gave me powers I wasn’t sure I deserved.

Birds of prey called from the Appalachian 
jungle, the purple bells of the paulownia 
trees rang out as I walked, listening for the 
dead. I turned to look behind me. I rattled 
my keys. What was I afraid of? The dam of 
history, bursting. I felt it cracking open, an 
inner chamber of the disaster that I hadn’t 
known existed. I was afraid—of the woods, 
of the story, of the names. 

I saw that a new barbed-wire gate had gone 
up to stop public access to the top of the dam, 
so I headed down a trail toward the river’s 
edge, where waves dashed boulders like the 
starry backs of breaching whales. These are 
roads to take, Rukeyser wrote. I believed her. 
I took the roads. I thought of my country. 
And it had taken me to this terrible June, still 
looking to name what I’d found in the tun-
nel, for some cathartic shudder of light. The 
document has expanded, but into a longer list 
of undervalued, erased lives, as the rivers in 
West Virginia run their banks, as #WeAreOr-
lando and #BlackLivesMatter shout over and 
over to #SayTheirNames. Soon I will wake to 
#AltonSterling and #PhilandoCastile. Soon 
I will wake to Donald Trump’s nomination 
for president. The same white supremacy 
that allowed, condoned, and covered up the 
mass killing at Hawk’s Nest still asserts its 
dominance. The road of history is flooded 
with all of this, and so am I. But this is the 
road I must go down. It’s the only one we 
have. This is the disaster that it’s now our 
legacy to dismantle. 

I drew closer to the water’s rush and caught 
a view of the dam through the trees. I stopped 
and stared, and as I lifted my camera to record, 
I swear I heard the dam’s steel gates groan. 
Those red signs flashed in my mind: KEEP AWAY! 

KEEP ALIVE! I ran scurrying back up the path. 
Circular clusters of fallen paulownia blos-
soms lit the way like lavender spotlights. 
With relief, I reached my car, and then I heard 
and felt a thunderous thump in the gorge be-
hind me—something geological in scale fell. I 
thought of the blast from a surface mine, and 
then of my own beating heart. ø



- 109 - - 109 - Find more documents and information at hawksnestnames.org. 

Name Age Race Place of Burial

ABRAHAM, EUGENE 21 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

A DA M S ,  W I N F R E D   B Clairmont, NC

A L E XA N D E R ,  J A M E S  32 B Logan, WV

A L L I S O N ,  R O B E RT  39 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV 

A N D R E WS ,  S I D N E Y  22 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV 

B A L E S ,  A LO N ZO  24 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

B A R R OT,  N AT H A N  45 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV 

B L A N K E N S H I P,  B A L L A R D  30 W Lindsey, WV

B O ST I C ,  M A R S H A L L  22 W Elk View, WV

B O ST I C ,  ( M O O N E Y )  W I L L I E  16 B Vanetta,  WV

B O ST I C ,  RAY  E R N E ST  28 W Elk View, WV

B R OW N ,  J A M E S  26 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV 

B R OW N ,  PA R K E R  38 B Potters Field, Fayettevil le,  WV

B R OW N ,  WA LT E R  B U R L E Y  21 W Syria,  VA

B R OW N I N G ,  F R E D  30 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

B U R D E T T E ,  R U F U S  51 W Poe, WV

C A L DW E L L ,  H E N RY  30 B Vanetta,  WV

C A S H I O N ,  R I C H A R D  W E S L E Y  48 W Ansted, WV

C H A M B E R S ,  B E N N Y  23 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV 

C H AT F I E L D ,  F R E D  30 B Vanetta,  WV

C H I L D E R S ,  L E W I S  B .  18 W Dixie,  WV

C L A R K ,  N E L S O N  30 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV 

CO L E ,  LO N N I E  C .  34 W Jumping Branch, WV

CO O P E R ,  M AC K  35 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

DA N I E L ,  A .  L .  40 W Atlanta, GA

DAU G H E RTY,  G EO R G E  35 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

D E V I N E ,  H E N RY  61 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

D I XO N ,  J A M E S  46 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

E L D E R S ,  SY LV I A  35 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

E U I L L ,  G A STO N  36 B Amherst,  VA

E VA N S ,  H .  C .   26 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

F L AC K ,  D E W E Y  21 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

G E R M A N ,  B E N  38 B Beckley, WV

G O I N E S ,  M A R V I N  24 B Not Noted

G R E E N ,  C L E M O N  28 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

H A N CO C K ,  B E N N I E  H .  47 B Hunter Cemetery, WV

H A R V E Y,  C A LV I N  38 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

H E N D R I C K ,  H E N RY  ( H A R RY )  42 W Hendrick,  WV

H I C KS ,  J A M E S  42 B Union, SC

H O C K E N S / H AW K I N S ,  R I C H A R D   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV 

H U N T,  T H O M A S  45 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

I N A B I N E T,  (S )  WA LT E R  27 W St.  Mathews, SC

J AC KS O N ,  W H I R L E Y  24 B Not Noted

J AC KS O N ,  W M .   40 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

J O H N S O N ,  J O H N  57 B Boomer, WV

J O H N S O N ,  LU T H E R   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

J O H N S O N ,  RAY M O N D  38 W On Gauley, WV

J O H N S O N ,  R O B E RT  30 B Vanetta,  WV

J O H N S O N ,  WA LT E R  42 B Prince, WV

J O H N S O N ,  W I L L I A M  42 B Montgomery, WV

J O N E S ,  C EC I L  L .  23 W Gamoca, WV

J O N E S ,  L I N D S E Y  36 B Vanetta,  WV

J O N E S ,  OW E N  22 W Vanetta,  WV

J O N E S ,  R O B E RT  37 B Not Noted

J O N E S ,  S H I R L E Y  18 W Gamoca, WV

KU B E ,  A .  L .  52 W Roadsvil le,  VA

L A N E ,  H E N RY  26 B Knoxvil le,  TN

Name Age Race Place of Burial 

L E E ,  SY D N E Y  33 B Denmar, WV

L I T T L E J O H N ,  M A RY  40 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

LY L E S ,  E R N E ST  23 B Diamond, WV

McCALPHIN (McCALTON),  JOHN 30 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

M c C R O R E Y,  G EO R G E  31 B Chester,  SC

M c DA N I E L ,  C L A RA  23 B Glen Ferris,  WV

M c DA N I E L ,  R O B E RT  50 B Spring Hil l ,  WV

M c K E E V E R ,  G R OV E R   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

M c K I SS I O N ,  J A M E S  30 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

M E A N S ,  C H A R L E S  21 B Vanetta,  WV

M I L L E R ,  J .  H .    B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

M I TC H E L L ,  F R E D  40 B Rock Hil l ,  SC

M O N AG A N ,  J O H N  35 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

M O O R E ,  J A M E S  47 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

M O R G A N ,  E L LWO O D  42 B Clanton, AL

M O R R I S O N ,  J O H N  24 B Summerlee, WV

M U R P H Y,  R O B E RT  46 B Camden, SC

M U R P H Y,  S A M  (S I M )  24 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

N E L S O N ,  A L E X   44 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

N E L S O N ,  G EO R G E  44 B Fayettevil le,  WV

PAT T E R S O N ,  C H A R L I E  25 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

P I C K E T T,  W I L L I E  T.  45 B County Poor Farm

P OT T S ,  J E SS E  73 B Diamond, WV

P OW E L L ,  W I L L  36 B Mt.  Holly,  SC

R E E D,  E R N E ST  23 B Lancaster,  SC

R E E D,  W.  M .   55 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

R O B I N S O N ,  W I L L  60 B Bayes Cemetery, Fayettevil le,  WV

S E N D U S KY,  A L B E RT  49 B Vanetta,  WV

S COT T,  J O E  45 B Knoxvil le,  TN

S H E P H E R D,  H OWA R D  21 W Gamoca, WV

S H E R R O D,  J O H N   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

S I N G L E TO N ,  R O O S E V E LT  31 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

S K I N N E R ,  C .  M .  47 W Thurmond, WV

S L AU G H T E R ,  H U D S O N  25 B Pierce’s Cemetery, Fayettevil le,  WV

S LOA N ,  M AT  31 B Vanetta,  WV 

S M I T H ,  B E E  29 B Vanetta,  WV

S M I T H ,  F RA N K  45 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

S M I T H ,  H .  L .  60 W Mt. Holly,  NC

S M I T H ,  J O H N  28 B Hot Springs, FL

S M O K E ,  E M A N U E L  50 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

STO K E S ,  W I L L I S  40 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

ST R E E T,  L E W I S  WA LT E R  46 W Swiss,  WV

ST R O N G ,  J O H N  37 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

SY K E S ,  WA LT E R  P.   24 W Peachland, NC

T H O M P S O N ,  E N O C H   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

WA R D,  J O H N  26 B Kings Mt. ,  NC

WA R D,  S A M  30 B Vanetta, WV

WAT K I N S ,  S A M  38 B Vanetta,  WV

WAT T S ,  W.  A .   42 W Not Noted

W H I T E ,  J A M E S   B Diamond, WV

W I L L I A M S ,  J O E  30 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

W I L L I A M S ,  W I L L I E   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

W I L S O N ,  J A M E S  32 B Summerlee, WV

WO O DA R D,  C A LV I N   B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

WO O D S ,  F RA N K  23 B White Farm, Summersvil le,  WV

WO O DWA R D,  W I L L  40 B Lewis Cemetery, Summersvil le,  WV

YA R B E R ,  G EO R G E  18 W Beckwith, WV

This is a fraction of the Hawk’s Nest dead—almost certainly, other victims’ names were never  
recorded by the company, either because they died elsewhere or because their race meant they were written off.  

If disaster is the undoing of a star, then each of these names is a star being born.

EMPLOYEES OF RINEHART & DENNIS COMPANY AND CAMP FOLLOWERS  
WHO DIED IN WEST VIRGINIA, APRIL 1,  1930 – DECEMBER 31,  1935
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“Lynnette” (2016), by Letitia Huckaby. Courtesy of the artist and the Art Museum of Southeast Texas - 110 -
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My Dear Master Liszt

M
y Dear Master Liszt!

I have become a slave owner. Yes, like you 

I believe in the freedom of all men—your 

Hungarians, the Poles, the Rumanians!—and in the 

role we artists must play—light-bringers, revealers of 

passion, sympathizers with the oppressed! But I have 

become a slave owner. It is a stain, a mark of rot. How 

many stains have I come to bear in these last weeks? 

They are countless. 

I beg you, my dear Master Liszt, read this letter. 

a story by ben stroud



 - 112 - F A L L  2 0 1 6

Fifteen years have passed since I was your student. Do you 
remember me? At the beginning of September, 1845, I came to 
Baden-Baden. I had learned from a newspaper that you were there, 
resting after seasons of touring and the disastrous festival at Bonn, 
and I presented myself, a graduate of the new conservatory at Leipzig. 
I called Leipzig a stifling place, pleaded with you to teach me, you 
who had always been so generous with students. A shining Érard 
stood in your rooms, and you commanded me to play. When I 
finished you told me to visit you each afternoon, promptly at three. 
Overjoyed, I did. I played, and you encouraged me. I treasure those 
hours, my dear Master Liszt. After two weeks of visits, though, I 
arrived and you were not there. Belloni, sitting at his usual desk and 
tending to your letters, told me you were late returning from the 
baths. As I waited I saw, on the Érard, a book. Curiosity stole over 
me. I seized it, discovered inside a list of all your students. I raced 
through the pages, searched for my name, found it at the list’s very 
end. What had I most wanted, when I came to you? A kiss, like that 
which Master Beethoven once placed upon your forehead. Genius 
welcoming genius. What did I find? These words, which ache still 
in the deepest chambers of my very being: “Languid and mediocre. 
Fingers good enough. Posture at the piano good enough. Enough 
‘enoughs,’ the grand total of which is not much.”

You returned, found me, my eyes red from too many tears, the 
book open on my lap. 

“I am a mediocrity,” I said. 
You hung your head, placed a consoling hand on my knee, said 

it was true. I was a kind young man, but, yes, I was a mediocrity. 
One who is not an artist—such a one does not understand. But 

you and I, my dear Master Liszt, we understand. The pronounce-
ment was death. That instant I became like those poor gamblers I’d 
seen haunting the steps of the Kurhaus, ruined by a single turn of 
the wheel. What had I lost? All that I’d dreamt of. I would give no 
concerts before emperors. I would receive no cheering crowds. I 
would taste no sweets made in my honor by a city’s foremost bak-
ers. Trifles all, perhaps, but the outward sign of my true damnation: 
Never from my fingers would come true grace.

At last I looked at you. “What am I to do?” I said.
You smiled. Join my father’s wheat business, you said. Marry a 

sturdy woman with pink rolls of flesh. Mediocrity is a gift. I would 
be happy.

I said, “No.” 
“Go over the wide seas then,” you said. “Perhaps there your 

mediocrity will be taken for genius.”
Do you remember any of this?
Irritated by my importuning, my dear Master Liszt, you meant your 

words as a rebuke. But I returned to Leipzig, sold all that I owned 
save for my collection of music and the clothes I could fit in a bag. 
Then I hurried to Hamburg, leaped onto the first boat I found, and 
crossed the wide seas to Cuba. 

There, for two months, I played on the pianos at opera houses, in 
the villas of grandees. It was no good. In Cuba, too, my mediocrity 
showed. I thought to attempt another island. But at the ship offices I 
learned of Texas. Open country, just admitted to the United States. 
I needed a remote place, my dear Master Liszt, this I knew. I sailed to 
Galveston, port city of Texas, a buggy island with beaches of mud, 
and there I bargained for passage with a man going up country, and 
there, too, I bought my piano. No Érard, but a battered Tomkison, 
the best I could find, the best I could afford. We crossed the bay to 

the city of Houston and traveled north, north, north through thick 
forests of pine. Our road was a dirt track, and as we bounced on its 
ruts my poor Tomkison jangled in the back of its wagon. I thought 
it might well fall apart before our journey ended! But no. It and I 
reached Henderson, Texas, the town I settled in, newly risen in 
those remote wilds, and the town from which these pages come.

Only in a place such as this, you said, might I be accepted as a 
genius—an ambassador of light!—a bearer of art, stirring passions 
in every breast! And, indeed, my dear Master Liszt, for fifteen years, 
in this far spot, it has been so. 

Henderson has an academy, and for these fifteen years I have been 
its music teacher. To my students I proclaim emotion and the spirit as 
guiding stars, and for all the town I am a wonder, with my long hair, 
my twenty bright cravats, and my white gloves that, like you, I pull 
from my fingers and toss whenever I play. My townsmen consult me 
on the revolutions of ’48, the fashions of Europe, the duties of the 
heart. Once each month, the owner of the finest plantation in the 
county, Mr. Tatum, feeds me the bear he hunts. Imagine this speck 
of rare opulence in our wilderness, his slaves waving peacock fans 
while we drink French wines and chart the fates of each figure in 
his bound Shakespeare! And Tatum has been but one of my regular 
dining companions, my dear Master Liszt. Here I am sought. Here 
I am regarded!

Here, too, I have been a man of romance. I fall in love with every 
young lady student, even those with pitted faces and sunken chins. 
I write poems on their music, slip kisses onto their hands, and when 
they ask me to put my fingers onto theirs, to show them the keys, 
I always oblige. 

Is this not genius? How we act and are perceived? It is not. Fifteen 
years, my dear Master Liszt. For fifteen years I have pretended to 
genius, only pretended. For this I have been punished. For this I 
have been made to pay.

Do you know of the current great debate in this country, my dear 
Master Liszt? The unrest since the nomination of Lincoln? All sum-
mer, abolitionists have been riding in secret through Texas, setting 
fires, distributing guns and blades, preparing the slaves to revolt. 
Such, at least, have been the rumors printed in our newspapers 
week by week. I myself ignored them. Whenever Tatum, treating 
me to bear, leaned to me and asked what I thought, I would shake 
my head and tsk. Perhaps it has been one of my failings, a rot of my 
person, but I never spoke on matters touching slavery. Slavery is a 
contract between men, I would say if pressed, let it be what it will 
be. It is outside me.

Well—and then our town burned, my dear Master Liszt.
It happened on a night at the beginning of this month. I woke to 

shouting, looked out my window, and thought it dawn. Fire, I soon 
realized. I dressed quickly and helped my fellow townsmen carry 
water. When the true dawn came, we had mastered the flames. My 
house was spared. Most houses were spared. It was the shops in the 
center of town that were lost. 

I stayed to help two Jews comb through the ashes. Brothers from 
Erfurt, they owned a shop where once a week I visited them to talk 
German while their women fried me potato pancakes. Some of their 
metal goods survived. Our hands wrapped in cloth, the metal hot 
still from the flames, we picked free what we could find. 

Meanwhile, behind us, men gathered in the square. Principal 
men of the town, planters in from the county, a host of common 
folk. We had ignored the abolitionist threat, they said. We hadn’t 
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set up a watch. Now the abolitionists had struck. They were here, 
they must be uncovered, and they must be stopped. 

Tatum called to me. “You’re needed,” he said, and before I could 
answer, he enrolled me in the Vigilance Committee. Griffin, a lawyer 
whose pig-eyed daughter has been both my student and a recipient 
of my poems, put a rifle into my hands. 

In these circumstances, with fears running of abolitionists, I 
could not refuse. If I had—me, Miszner, who speaks of beauty and 
freedom—my own life would have been risked. So I believed. So 
I still believe, though now I count that thing, my life, worthless.

Whatley, a planter near in stature to Tatum, and with whom I 
have also dined, began to speak (over choice hams, we discoursed 
on Goethe and the passions that reside in all men, my dear Master 
Liszt). A Northerner lived in our town, he said. Bert Scofield. 

I knew of this Scofield, though I’d never met with him. He owned 
a dirty tavern, of the kind I did not visit. 

Whatley said it was a known fact that Scofield bought goods from 
slaves, goods stolen from their masters. Perhaps it was he who set 
the fire. The Committee marched to Scofield’s tavern. It too had 
burned, and Scofield had fled. His absence was taken for admission. 
He was a secret abolitionist, the Committee soon declared. He’d 
hoped to lead the slaves into revolt. Horses were found, and half 
the Committee mounted them, galloped off to search the roads. I 
have no horse, and I am no rider. I stood with the rest and we idled, 
uncertain, in the August sun. 

Then Hodges, the town’s post clerk, from whom I have collected 
my sheet music, and with whom I have sometimes drunk iced lemon-
ades at the Brick Hotel, said that Scofield had a slave woman. Missy 
May, a cook in his tavern. She should be questioned, he said. Tatum 
agreed. On his orders we broke up and looked for her.

I found her, my dear Master Liszt, I and my searching partner, 
Vansickle, the Latin teacher at the academy. Missy May was in the 
Presbyterian preacher’s garden shed, hiding among his rakes. We 
told her to come out, and she did. Her skin was black as coal, and 
she was big with child.

The Committee brought her to the square. Tatum and Griffin 
put questions to her. At last she confessed: she herself had set the 
fire, on Scofield’s orders. 

The riders returned. One dragged something behind him. Scofield. 
The Northerner made a noise, my dear Master Liszt, that I cannot 
describe. The horseman, young Birdwell, one of my former pupils, 
a steady student with a good understanding of Chopin, dragged 
Scofield around the square—through the ashes—over the burned 
wood. I don’t know how Scofield lived. The rope bound his neck. 
But there was that noise, that indescribable noise.

Even so, Scofield was dead when they untied him. Young Bird-
well and a few others hung his body from the courthouse oak. The 
Committee shot at it. The body turned and danced with the bullets. 
At last I thought it done. But then all the Committee looked at me. 
For I had not fired. 

I raised my rifle, my dear Master Liszt, and I shot. My bullet struck 
Scofield’s bloody corpse and made it swing.

Now I thought it was done. But, no, it still was not done. There 
remained the matter of Missy May, Tatum said. He called for a vote. 
The Committee decided—death. 

To this Dr. March objected. “Her baby,” he said. 
Dr. March is the town’s chief physician, a man of true intellectual 

gifts. With him I have had a running debate over which is the true 

master, spirit or flesh. I had strong hope of merciful words. Dr. March 
told the Committee that Missy May would give birth within weeks, 
that we could not kill her. 

The Committee was dumbfounded. They stared. 
“Let the baby come,” Dr. March said. “Then kill her.” 
It was a blow, my dear Master Liszt. Missy May was guilty, I 

believed it. But this was brutality.
The Committee approved Dr. March’s recommendation. Missy 

May was put in the jail. It was now past noon and we had been awake 
all night and all morning. Tatum told us to go to our homes and sleep.

And did I sleep? I was distraught by what I had witnessed, by 
what I had been made to do. Vile. Yes, vile. Already I felt these 
stains. But, too, I was exhausted.

Over the next days the town settled. People came in from the 
country to see the ruins. I gave lessons to my private students. One 
of my maiden aunts—I have a whole collection of maiden aunts—
asked if it was true that I had shot Scofield’s body, then blushed 
with desire when I admitted it. A few nights after the fire I returned 
again to Tatum’s. As we dined he talked of slave revolts in Virginia 
and South Carolina, of how it was a mark of honor, of bravery, to 
say that we too had put one down. 

In this time, I took turns guarding Missy May. A handful of us 
in the Committee shared the work. Nearly everyone else, includ-
ing the jailer, Smith, had hired themselves out to rebuild, and yet 
others were seeing to their crops. My first turn I brought sheet 
music, some of the new Wagner I’ve seen you touting in your 
essays—for even here, my dear Master Liszt, I can get the leading 
European papers—a little Berlioz, your Transcendental Études. (So 
flowing, my dear Master Liszt! The way the notes glide from stately 
progressions to tumblings that surpass the most agile of acrobats!) 
I wanted only to pass the time. I skimmed the music, stopped at 
certain intriguing passages to sing notes. I pretended Missy May 
was not there. I did not want to look at her, to think of her, to think 
of what was to become of her. 

I concentrated mostly on your Études, and my second time through 
“Harmonies of the Night” I heard Missy May hum the notes with 
me. I turned to her. She stopped. 

“Please, no,” I said, “continue if it brings you happiness.” 
My dear Master Liszt, she had confessed to burning the town. And 

yet she was a fellow being. More! A mother, the light of two souls 
in her. I did not know what else to say. So I sang, and she hummed.

A mistake, perhaps, for it was a binding. Our voices are but in-
struments of our spirits, and these we joined. Our music was crude 
and reedy—it’s true. But it was ours, and as we made it I looked at 
Missy May and saw her beauty, the ripe beauty of motherhood, the 
mournful beauty of a wild creature condemned. By the end of your 
“Harmonies of the Night,” I loved her. 

I feel too deeply. I know it. But you yourself loved the doomed 
Marie Duplessis, loved her because she was doomed. My love 
for Missy May was much the same. And greater, I dare say. Your 
Duplessis died of consumption, while my Missy May was to hang, 
and I—yes, I own it—among those sending her to the noose. Which 
love-agony is the more tragic I leave it to you to decide.

Of course I said nothing to her. On my second turn as guard I 
brought your Études. Again I sang, again she hummed. But on my 
third turn as guard, after we went through your Études, Missy 
May spoke. 

“Let me out,” she said. “Let me run.”



 - 114 - F A L L  2 0 1 6

I shut away the song sheets. Angry! Yes, angry! Had it been a trick, 
my dear Master Liszt, her gentle humming? Was the passion she put 
into me only a coin with which to pay her way out, a cheap bribe to 
her jailer? So, in that moment, I wondered. So, in that moment, I 
thought. I felt myself abused. I told her she had confessed her guilt. 

She had done nothing, she said. She had been frightened. She 
had told the Committee lies. I was not like the others. I sang to her.

All this she said to me, and my soul raged. I put my forehead to 
that copy of your Études. The Committee had voted, I told her. I 
must abide by the Committee. 

We made no more music. 
On my fourth turn as guard, she again said, “Let me out, let me run.” 
I did not answer. The rest of the time we passed in silence.
And then my fifth turn came. My fifth turn, my dear Master Liszt. 

At the writing of each of these words my hand has trembled. Now 
it shakes—riots—tries vehemently to refuse! As I approached the 
jail I heard laughter. A jail is not a place of laughter. I entered, saw 
men. Young men from out in the county, six of them, boys truly, 
boys I did not know. They had gotten into Missy May’s cell, had 
bound her mouth, had pulled her clothes from her. 

Need I detail the outrage? 
They invited me to join them. I ran out, a coward, and waited for 

them to finish. 
In Baden-Baden, when you showed me my mediocrity, I feared 

there was no life after, that I had as much as died. But no. This is 
when I died, my dear Master Liszt. From here there is no life after. 

I sat with Missy May once the boys were gone. I sang the notes 
of your “Mazeppa.” She did not hum. 

My soul stormed, then and through all the hours after. That night 
I plotted to free Missy May. I purchased a jug of whiskey, brought 
it to the jail. I would get the guard drunk. I would let her out. I too 
would flee. That simple.

This time, as I approached, I heard a cry of pain and I saw men. Not 
like those boys before—these stood outside the jail. Ten, twenty of 
them. One was the lawyer Griffin. He grinned at the sight of the 
whiskey, called me a good fellow, and took the jug and passed it around. 
The baby was coming, he said. Two of his own slave women were in 
the jail with Missy May. I stayed and listened. Past midnight the cries 
calmed and I heard the sharp protest of a being new to the world.

The jug made its final round. “Noon,” Griffin said to us.  
Noon, my dear Master Liszt. 
At noon the next day, the Committee gathered before the court-

house oak. Tatum and Whatley walked Missy May from the jail. 
Young Birdwell and Wiley Tipps—another of my students, a sensitive 
player with the slenderest fingers and a proclivity for Bach (what 
a waste, you see, all my fifteen years, what a waste!)—put the rope 
around Missy May’s neck and lifted her. She fought, my dear Master 
Liszt. She jerked. She twisted. Then she hung dead. 

I returned to my home, sat at my Tomkison, attempted “Harmonies 
of the Night,” that étude to which she first hummed. I thought to 
mourn Missy May. But the notes came in rattling bursts. At last I 
stopped. I tore the songsheet and wept.

How many stains does my soul bear? How many failings do I count? 
And this is not yet the end, my dear Master Liszt. Read on, I beg you.

Missy May’s baby was a girl and she was to be auctioned off, the 
money earned to be put in a relief fund for those who had suffered 
losses in the fire. I decided I would buy her, raise her, and in this 
way earn a measure of forgiveness. 

The auction was held under that same courthouse oak, just one 
day after Missy May was killed. The bidding started at twenty-five 
dollars, rose to fifty. A female infant commands a low price, my dear 
Master Liszt. This I had learned in my years among the practice of 
bondage. I shouted two hundred. All looked at me. My townsmen 
wanted an explanation. I had prepared for this. In my blue suit and 
brightest cravat, my long hair washed and combed, I stood among 
them as Miszner the artist—the genius! It was my experiment, I said, 
to mold a perfect servant from her first suckling days. 

A few of my townsmen chuckled. The auctioneer waited for more 
bids. A formality. I was overpaying for the baby and no one would 
challenge me. The auctioneer called “sold.” The baby was mine.

I named her Anna, my dear Master Liszt, that name my mother 
and your mother share. I rented a wet nurse from Tatum. At night 
we three sat together. The nurse put Anna to her breast, then I held 
Anna. The nurse said I was natural with her, though I do not know 
if this was true or simple flattery. What does it mean, to be natural 
with a fresh-born soul? Anna spat her milk on me. She grunted. She 
fell asleep in the crook of my arm. 

When I left those men inside with Missy May, I myself died. It is 
true. And yet I look back on these days with Anna and count them 
among the sweetest I have ever lived.

By now, my dear Master Liszt, you have surely guessed. At the end 
of the week Anna sickened. I sent for Dr. March. He said Anna had a 
fever. It was this hot summer. “Maybe if her mother had lived,” Dr. 
March said. “No substitute for a mother.” At these words he showed 
not an ounce of compunction. He told me Anna had one day left. 

Her death was awful, my dear Master Liszt. I will not pretend 
otherwise. She vomited black vomit. She sweated. She cried and 
would not be comforted. Her mouth dried. By the end, her lips 
were flaked white. 

I held her. I spoke to her in German. I told her sweet stories. I said 
her mother was waiting for her, that she was lucky, that this was no 
world for her. And I did not lie, my dear Master Liszt. For what life 
could she have here? I am not foolish. She and I living in harmony, 
father and child, in this Texas, this Rusk County? I owned her, my 
dear Master Liszt, but I could not guard her from the cruelties of 
this world, from its lusts. 

Anna made it through to the dawn, and then she cried her last.
I did not know where Missy May had been buried. Two members 

of the Committee had taken her body out of the town, disposed of 
it someplace unmarked. So I petitioned Tatum to let me bury Anna 
among his dead slaves. He agreed. I had a little coffin made, and I 
dug the grave myself. I paid fifty dollars for a white stone angel. It 
shines in that poor, grim yard.

Thus ended my brief tenure as a slave owner. 
Now mere days have passed, my dear Master Liszt, and already 

no one speaks of Bert Scofield, of Missy May, of Anna. When I left 
your rooms in Baden-Baden fifteen years ago, I dreamed of transmut-
ing my mediocrity into genius, of leading my fellow men as a noble 
artist, of living above the world like a heralding comet or star. Now 
I am stained with these guilts, these failings uncountable. Have you 
read on, my dear Master Liszt? I pray you have. It is why I write to 
you who taught me falsely, who sent me to this Texas. These stains, 
these guilts, these failings, they are mine. Yes, I own them. But you 
have a share, and my words—they have brought that share to you. 

J. S. Miszner ø
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STAY AND RESIST

B Y  D I A N E  R O B E R T S

Fifty years after her death,  
we can still learn from Lillian Smith

“This is the South I knew as a child. Swamp and palmettos and 
‘sinks’ and endless stretches of pines slashed and dripping their 
richness into little tin cups that glint like bright money. . . . All 
this is the South we remember, curving gently and more and 
more steeply until stopped by mountains. Beyond the mountains 
was the North: the Land of Damyankees, where live People 
Who Cause All of Our Trouble; and at the end of the North 
was Wall Street, that fabulous crooked canyon of evil winding 
endlessly through the southern mind which was like the dark 
race, secretly visited by those who talked loudest against it.”

—Lillian Smith, Killers of the Dream (1949)

T
he enervated English sun crept through the high 
windows of the Bodleian Library as I sat in a hard 
oak chair, three towers of books in front of me, 
trying to understand the American South. What 
was with the South and sex? And race? And 

death? Why did we live there? (Why do we live at all?) I 
was four thousand miles from home, writing a dissertation 
on William Faulkner and trying to untangle in my mind the 
knot we’d made of our past and present.  

I’d left the South in 1981, five years earlier—the same 
year the Klan lynched a young black man named Michael 
Donald, hanging him from a tree on a quiet street in Mobile, 
Alabama. I wasn’t taking a stand by getting out of Tallahassee: 
I’d won a scholarship to Oxford, free money to do a degree in 
English literature in the place I, child of an old-time Southern 
Anglophile family, had been raised to regard as the Mother 
Country, at a university about as lofty and famous as they 
come. I thought I’d somehow become Oxonian—not that 
I was clear on what that meant—or at least lose my North 
Florida accent. 
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It didn’t happen. Oh, I could “pass” in the 
English class system, mastering the esoteric 
shadings of a social order in which the word 
“toilet” was not to be uttered (it’s called the 
“loo”), the decanter of port must be passed 
to the left (never the right), and only the 
hopelessly vulgar put milk in the cup before 
tea. Nonetheless my fellow students asked 
relentless questions: Was there still segrega-
tion in America? Did my family once own 
slaves? Why were we so obsessed with the 
Civil War? What did Ronald Reagan mean 
when he said the Voting Rights Act of 1965 
had been “humiliating” to white Southern-
ers, or when he went to Neshoba County, 
Mississippi, and said, “I believe in states’ 
rights”? By birth, I was irrevocably Southern. 
At the same time, I felt a little like Faulkner’s 
Quentin Compson, that crazy, depressed boy 
who just couldn’t square the South’s twin 
demons—the obsession with purity and the 
sin of slavery—with being a gentleman, and 
swore he didn’t hate the place. Maybe I did 
hate the South, a little. 

I finished my B.A. and decided to stick 
around for my doctorate. Oxford was cheaper 
than Yale, and I preferred Margaret Thatcher’s 
Britain to Ronald Reagan’s America. Every 
inch of my home seemed shadowed by ter-
rible history—towns named for the architects 
of secession, inventors of Jim Crow and ra-
cial terror: Jackson, Calhoun, Forrest. Even 
though a few months before I arrived in the 
country there’d been street demonstrations 
against racist police in South London, some 
of which got ugly, Oxford seemed serenely 
untouched, untroubled by racism, unmarked 
by hatred. There were black and brown faces 
at Oxford Union debates and in Junior Com-
mon Rooms and on New Quad lawn, playing 
croquet. If those students were mostly the 
children of princes and moguls, products of 
expensive private schools, well, at the time I 
didn’t let that bother me. If you’d asked me 
then, I’d say that I wasn’t homesick; I was 
never homesick. Sitting there day after day, 
reading books from my stack, The Burden of 
Southern History by C. Vann Woodward and 
The Crucible of Race by Joel Williamson, 
explorations of the South’s Original Sins 
and continuing injustices, I felt a sense of 
relief. Still,  I knew that by living in beauti-
ful, progressive Oxford, I was avoiding the 
most painful confrontations with my home: 
three hundred years of history in which my 
people madly insisted that black flesh and 
white flesh must never touch, denying that 

any person of African descent could be a 
human being same as them.

But in Fred Hobson’s Tell About the South, 
he writes of a well-to-do white writer named 
Lillian Smith, born in Jasper, Florida, a mere 
eighty miles from my home in the hills of 
Leon County. I had never heard of her. Un-
like her contemporaries W.  J. Cash, author of 
The Mind of the South, and Clarence Cason, 
author of 90° in the Shade, Smith did not 
go the full Quentin Compson and commit 
suicide after publishing a poetic, guilt-laden 
jeremiad—but instead authored book after 
book laying bare the South’s transgressions. 
She was fearless, a rabble-rouser and rebel 
who integrated her life and art. She never 
married; she slept with whomever she 
wished, male or female. Her most endur-
ing relationship was with Paula Snelling, 
a teacher with whom she lived for years. 
Together, they integrated Rabun County, 
Georgia, entertaining black artists and activ-
ists in their house on Old Screamer Moun-
tain. Lillian Smith befriended Paul Robeson, 
Pauli Murray, and Martin Luther King Jr. 
while picking fights with the Agrarian po-
ets and white “moderates” such as Atlanta 
Constitution editor Ralph McGill (who called 
her “a prisoner in the monastery of her own 
mind”). She was a Christian radical: anti-
colonialist, antiwar. Never taken in by the 
moonlight-and-magnolias nostalgia com-
plex, Smith put the South’s shit in the street 
and demanded we do something about it. 

“But nowhere else, perhaps, have the rich 
seedbeds of Western homes found such a 
growing climate for guilt as is produced in 
the South by the combination of a warm 
moist evangelism and racial segregation.”

I 
soon got hold of Lillian Smith’s Killers of 
the Dream, published in 1949—a fiery 
sermon on how the white South betrays 

the future by teaching its children, particular-
ly its female children, to revere their history 
without challenging it, to hate their bodies, 
and to fear black men. Smith sardonically 
exposed the South’s power structure, espe-
cially the ways in which the upper classes 
convinced poor whites to aid in the crucial 
work of segregation: “Jim Crow was Mr. Rich 
White’s idea but Mr. Poor White made it 

work. Mr. Poor White put his mind on it and 
his time, for he had plenty of time when he 
didn’t have a job . . . He had ways. Lynching 
was a good way, and so was flogging.” 

Smith was not the first to see that the 
Southern landowners (later the mill owners, 
their lawyers, the Chamber of Commerce, 
and the White Citizens’ Councils) main-
tained their political and economic domi-
nance by dividing the white working class 
and the black working class. The NAACP, 
the National Textile Workers Union (famous 
for their 1929 strike in Gastonia, North Caro-
lina), and the short-lived Alabama Sharecrop-
pers Union, among others, had each argued 
that if workers of all races joined in solidar-
ity against the bosses, the South would be 
pushed toward equal treatment for all. But 
Smith’s critique was all the more powerful 
for coming from the oppressor class who 
“segregated southern money from Mr. Poor 
White and they segregated southern mores 
from Mr. Rich White and they segregated 
southern churches from Christianity, and 
they segregated southern minds from honest 
thinking, and they segregated the Negro from 
everything.” She was a traitor to her class and 
proud of it. I found that exciting. A writer 
could have the power to smash the porcelain 
complacency of her own kind and challenge 
her society’s deepest fixations. 

As I read Smith’s essays and arguments, 
the stone towers and cool grassy quadrangles 
of Oxford melted away, turning in my mind 
to red dirt hot as new-baked cake, fat-leaved 
pecan trees, and the green roar of cicadas, 
the South of my late-1960s childhood. In 
my mind, I heard my grandmother explain-
ing that even though Frankie, her “help,” 
sat with my brother and me in the kitchen, 
Booster, Frankie’s son and Grandmama’s 
“yard man,” had to eat his lunch on a TV 
table under the porte cochere. This was just 
how things worked, how they’d always 
worked. I often brought Booster his chicken 
and greens on the stray china plate kept espe-
cially for his use. After he finished, Frankie 
washed and dried the plate, knife, and fork, 
then put them back into the cupboard, away 
from dishes the rest of us used. By the 1980s 
some things had changed. The last “White” 
and “Colored” signs had disappeared from 
public water fountains; African-American 
judges sat on the bench; African-American 
doctors worked in the hospitals; African-
American cops and bankers and members of 
Congress served in integrated circles. Yet I 
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recognized the world Smith conjures in Kill-
ers, what she calls the “haunted childhood” 
of the white Southerner. I recognized my 
family’s world and, with more discomfort 
than I think I’d ever felt before, could no 
longer gesture to my white Southernness 
with sarcasm, smugly considering myself 
part of the solution. Nobody in the 1980s 
called it “white privilege”—Lillian Smith 
didn’t call it that, either—but that’s what 
she was writing about, forcing Southerners 
like me to acknowledge that even though we 
were certain we weren’t, couldn’t be, racist 
ourselves, we nevertheless belonged to a 
system that denied full humanity to people 
because of the color of their skin, many of 
whom we claimed we loved as though they 
were, we said, “part of the family.” 

Race rules every aspect of Southern life—
race and sex—from how you worship to your 
politics to your understanding of beauty 
and love. Smith pitilessly lays out her own 
white privilege for examination in a way I 
had never encountered before. In Killers of 
the Dream, she writes:

I do not remember how or when, but by 
the time I had learned that God is love, 
that Jesus is His Son and came to give 
us more abundant life, that all men are 
brothers with a common Father, I also 
knew that I was better than a Negro, 
that all black folks have their place and 
must be kept in it, that sex has its place 
and must be kept in it, that a terrifying 
disaster would befall the South if I ever 
treated a Negro as my social equal and 
as terrifying a disaster would befall my 
family if I were to have a baby outside 
marriage.
 

Smith wanted no part of acting like “the 
South’s Palladium, this Southern woman—
the shield-bearing Athena gleaming whitely 
in the clouds, the standard for its rallying, 
the mystic symbol of its nationality in the 
face of the foe,” as W. J. Cash character-
ized the white lady. By accounting for her 
own story, her own culpability, she slices 
through the honeysuckle thicket that masks 
the dehumanizing of blacks coupled with the 
debilitating fear of female sexuality. As she 
puts it in Killers, white women “listened to 
the round words of men’s tribute to Sacred 
Womanhood and believed, thinking no doubt 
that if they were not sacred then what under 
God’s heaven was the matter with them! . . . 

Sex was pushed out through the back door 
as a shameful thing never to be mentioned.” 

Smith’s work changed how I read Faulkner, 
how I read Southern history, how I looked 
at my culture. Through her, I could see how 
Faulkner, always touted as the South’s great 
iconoclast, nevertheless punishes young 
women for daring to be sexual. He banishes 
The Sound and the Fury’s Caddy Compson 
from her own story because she owns her 
desire. He travesties the civil rights reformer 
Joanna Burden in Light in August as a hypo-
crite who secretly wants to play rape games 
with a black man. Smith couldn’t stand Faulk-
ner: “There is no future in [his] books,” she 
said. “He never wrote about his equals. He 
has created no decent women; he loathes 
females and it shows in his work.”

I didn’t agree with Smith that Faulkner 
“loathes” women, though he’s certainly con-
flicted over white women’s sexual desire. I 
could not help being seduced by his artistry 
and exhilarated by the way he subverts the 
South’s racial logic. Where Smith differs 
from Faulkner is that her work, though often 
beautiful, has an overtly political purpose; 
she writes to free everybody from the Planta-

tion: to release the white woman from the 
Big House where she’d been, as Smith writes 
in Killers, “corseting her feelings and those 
of her children in an effort to be ‘pure.’” She 
writes to release the black man, always in 
danger of committing some supposed trans-
gression against a white woman and being 
lynched. And black women who, as scholar 
Minrose Gwin puts it, were forced “into the 
dark corners of the Big House to be used as 
vessels of sexual pleasure.” Smith even wants 
white men liberated from their patriarchal 
roles as guardians of chastity and enforcers 
of racial deference. She attacks the myths 
surrounding white female virtue, supposed 
black male potency, and Protestant guilt, 
calling it the “race-sex-sin spiral.” Smith re-
counts how she was taught that “parts of your 
body are segregated areas which you must 
stay away from and keep others away from. 
These areas you touch only when necessary.” 
Then she illustrates the ridiculousness of the 
race-sex-sin spiral by proclaiming that one of 
the South’s central creeds was “masturbation 
is wrong and segregation is right.”

She revealed to me the long tradition of 
Southern liberals, which hadn’t started with 
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Students for a Democratic Society and Black 
Student Unions blossoming on Southern cam-
puses, but reached back to labor organizers 
in the 1920s; the Commission on Interracial 
Cooperation; and the Association of South-
ern Women for the Prevention of Lynching. 
Smith got me to see that I would always be-
long to the South, that it would never leave 
me, no matter how many thousands of miles 
away I traveled. Her work showed that there 
was a way to live in the South and push back 
against the paradigm, to become part of the 
resistance, refusing to acquiesce in our un-
thinking religiosity and conservatism.

“The human heart dares not stay away too 
long from that which hurt it most.”

L
illian Smith was the eighth of Calvin 
and Annie Smith’s ten children, born 
in 1897, the same year as Faulkner. Her 

family was well-off, cultivated, and curious 
about the world. Various Smiths became pro-
fessors, sinologists, artists, engineers, min-
isters. Their sixteen-room house in Jasper 
included a library. But the First World War 
naval embargo wrecked her father’s turpentine 
business. In 1915, the family sold up and 
moved to what had been their summer place, 
a lodge in the North Georgia mountains. To 
make a living, Smith’s parents had turned 
their compound near Clayton into a sometime 
hotel and summer camp for girls called Laurel 
Falls. Lillian and her youngest sister, Esther, 
cleaned and waited tables. 

Smith’s post–high school education was 
wide-ranging, sometimes haphazard. She 
qualified as a teacher at the age of seventeen 
and studied for a year at Piedmont College 
in Demorest, Georgia. Urged to pursue her 
music by a violinist she met in Florida—an 
older man with whom she had what she called 
her “first and most intense love affair”—she 
managed two stints (interrupted by a year 
as the principal of a tiny rural school in Ti-
ger, Georgia) at the Peabody Conservatory 
in Baltimore, studying piano. The violinist 
didn’t last—turns out he was married—but 
Baltimore was crucial in giving Smith her pro-
gressive politics. She read widely, especially 
in Freudian theory, went to exhibitions, and 
attended the symphony when she could af-
ford it. Sometimes she was so low on cash she 

lived on coffee and Hershey’s bars. She earned 
a little money teaching music in the slums, 
playing piano for YMCA gym classes and at 
the Bethlehem Steel Works, and addressing 
envelopes for the Democratic Party. Still, she 
understood that her temporary deprivations 
were not of the same order as the poverty of 
her pupils or the factory workers of Baltimore. 
No doubt she caused a sensation amongst 
the homefolks when she returned to North 
Georgia, hair bobbed, hemlines raised, as she 
described herself as a “bohemian, arty art, 
reaching out for everything avant garde and 
liberal.”

Alas, there wasn’t much for an avant- 
gardist to do on top of a Georgia mountain. In 
1922, Smith decided to accept an invitation 
to teach at a Methodist girls’ school in China. 
Though she had a strong sense of duty (she 
called that side of her personality “Martha” 
and the artistic side “Mary”) and loved her 
parents, she feared getting stuck with them, 
as often happened at the time with unmarried 
daughters. Moreover, she probably wanted 
to put several continents between her and a 
man she’d been seeing. She said the affair “had 
turned into something of more sex than love, 
of shadowy excitement not based on a sharing 
of real interests” and confessed, “I loved a man 
without admiring his mind or respecting his 
hopes and ideals, or feeling the least interest 
in his small ambitions.” She stayed in China 
until 1925, when her parents pressured her 
to come home and run the camp. She was 
reluctant to commit, so she directed the camp 
during the summer but lived part-time in Fort 
Pierce, Florida, to help her widowed brother 
Austin care for his toddler daughter, and part-
time in New York, where she enrolled for a 
semester at Columbia Teachers College. Then 
she went back to the camp: “My life actually 
did not seem my own; I was just carrying out 
other people’s directives.” 

Smith decided to buy the camp from her 
family in 1928. A few years before, she had 
cleaned house, firing most of the counsel-
ors. She retained Paula Snelling, however, a 
Georgia native with a master’s from Colum-
bia who was a whiz at swimming, riding, 
and tennis. Smith made Snelling assistant 
director of Laurel Falls, and the two of them 
grew increasingly close. According to Smith 
scholar Margaret Rose Gladney, when Calvin 
Smith died in 1930, it was both a great loss to 
Smith and a kind of psychic liberation. The 
erudite Snelling encouraged her to channel 
the creativity she once expended on music 
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into writing. She started a story about the 
nearby black community of Ivy Hill, but 
realized she didn’t know enough about the 
people there and gave it up. She finished a 
novel set in China about white Southern 
female missionaries, a book she described in 
autobiographical notes to her friend, journal-
ist and civil rights activist Margaret Long, 
as “warm, passionate, vivid, naked, honest 
[and] lyrical.” She sent it around to New 
York publishers in 1934, but nobody, as 
she said, “would dare publish this book.” 
With Snelling as a helpful reader, Smith 
persisted in developing her craft, somehow 
carrying on despite what Smith called the 
“mean” year of 1935. (In the space of nine 
months her mother suffered a heart attack 
and became an invalid; a nineteen-year-old 
former camper, a great favorite of Smith’s, 
shot herself to death; and Snelling nearly 
died in a riding accident.) Smith and Snel-
ling started a literary magazine, Pseudopodia 
(later South Today), which was dedicated to 
that New South promised since Appomat-
tox but never quite manifested, and became 
seriously political, hosting biracial dinner 
parties and using the camp to advocate for 
change in the region. 

Laurel Falls offered its well-to-do girls 
the usual riding, swimming, and tennis, 
but campers also made sculpture and wrote 
poetry. They were encouraged to express 
themselves in a forthright way most unusual 
for girls or boys (or, really, anyone in the 
South) and to ask difficult questions about 
forbidden topics: Jim Crow, politics, lynch-
ing, religion, bodily pleasure. Campers were 
taught to address black men and women as 
“Mr.” and “Mrs.,” a subversion of the culture 
in which a sixty-year-old black man would 
often be addressed as “Boy.” At least one 
camper’s father threatened to never allow his 
daughter back to Laurel Falls because of it.

I spent a rainy afternoon in Tallahassee 
talking with Nancy Smith Fichter, daughter 
of Lillian Smith’s oldest brother. She uncan-
nily resembles her aunt: the strong bones, 
the aquiline nose, the voice cello-timbre. 
Fichter spent her summers at Laurel Falls, 
not realizing she was receiving a progressive 
education. “We weren’t really aware how 
famous these people that showed up every 
year were,” she said. “Graham dancers from 
Bennington, the actor José Ferrer—so many 
fascinating artists, talking to teenagers.”

She recalled her aunt blasting Prokofiev 
from the mountaintop on her Victrola, mus-

ing that the composer was “trying to do with 
sound what Martha Graham was doing in 
dance.” Nancy Smith Fichter was first ex-
posed to Graham’s work at Laurel Falls. Later, 
she became a Martha Graham dancer herself, 
a choreographer, and founder of the school 
of dance at Florida State University.

I asked how the Smith family felt about 
“Miss Lil” (as her campers called her) invit-
ing black artists and activists to parties, and 
living with another woman. Fichter made it 
clear that Miss Lil was not “out”—not in the 
contemporary sense. The Smith family spoke 
of Lillian’s relationship with Paula as one of 
those “profound Jane Austen friendships.”

“My mother’s line on it,” said Fichter, “was 
that the only way you’d really know is if you 
were in the bed or under it.”

Fichter then recalled a play the campers put 
on one year (also discussed in Killers of the 
Dream)—an improvised adaptation of An-
toine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince, in 
which one girl took the role of the star-jour-
neying prince and the others created “travel-
ing companions” such as Conscience, Science, 
Religion, and Southern Tradition. The Prince 
wanted to play with all the children of the 
planet, even “colored children,” and asked 
Conscience if she might. Conscience replied, 
“When race is the issue I always refer you 
to Southern Tradition.” Southern Tradition 
said, “If you try it, we will hurt you.”

“I once asked Lil, ‘How did you get that 
way?’” continued Fichter. “And Lillian said, 
‘Well, I thought about it.’ Thinking and feel-
ing. That’s what her life was about and that’s 
what camp was about.”

“I’m that which splits a mind from its 
reason, that splits a people from humanity. 
I’m the seed of hate and fear and greed. 
You are its strange fruit . . .”

I
n February 1944, Lillian Smith was 
known—to the extent she was known at 
all—as writer of provocative essays, pro-

prietor of Laurel Falls, and publisher-editor, 
along with Snelling, of their “little maga-
zine,” South Today. By March of that year, 
she was notorious as the author of Strange 
Fruit, a provocative novel about sex, inter-
racial love, and lynching.  

In the novel, the accomplished (and light-

skinned) Nonnie Anderson, after graduat-
ing from Spelman College, returns to her 
hometown of Maxwell, Georgia (based on 
Jasper, Florida). She’s in love with Tracy 
Deen, scion of a prominent white family, 
who once rescued her from a pack of boys—
white boys—who threatened to rape her. 
Nonnie eventually becomes pregnant with 
Tracy’s child. For a while, Tracy intends to 
defy his mother, perhaps by running off to 
France with Nonnie, rather than marrying 
the dull virgin next door. But that’s not how 
twentieth-century cross-racial love stories 
worked, not in the South.

Nonnie’s sister Bess reminds her of the 
sacrifices their mother endured so the two 
of them, and their brother Ed, could be edu-
cated. She also reminds Nonnie of the long 
history of white men sexually exploiting 
black women: “Just look at our skin! What 
does it mean to you, that color—just a pretty 
shade? You know what it meant to the women 
back of us—you’ve got to know, Non! Shame 
and degradation and heartbreak.” 

Nonnie refuses to allow the past to govern 
her life: “Race is something—made up, to me. 
Not real. I don’t—have to believe in it. Social 
position—ambition—seem made up, too.” 

But under Jim Crow, race is not only real-
ity. It’s destiny. Tracy’s rigid mother, Alma, a 
woman who has convinced herself she enjoys 
standing on her white-lady pedestal, works 
on Tracy’s sense of propriety—his family’s 
position—convincing him to see Nonnie as 
just another “nigger girl” and their relation-
ship as a sin. Tracy decides to give Henry, 
the son of the old family housekeeper, $300 
to marry Nonnie. He thinks this is a great 
solution: the child gets an official father, 
and, in the white girl next door, Tracy gets a 
“respectable” wife with money. He can have 
Nonnie on the side. The honor of the Deens 
is preserved.

The honor of the Andersons is, however, 
affronted. Nonnie’s brother kills Tracy in a 
rage and escapes north. White townsfolk, 
determined to make an example of some-
body black—anybody black—lynch the in-
nocent Henry. And thus the “Southern Way 
of Life,” that phrase used to encompass the 
whole project of Southern white supremacy, 
prevails.

Strange Fruit exploded like a Roman 
candle onto the American scene, a succès de 
scandale igniting fascination and outrage 
from Manhattan to Rabun County. Nancy 
Smith Fichter says people in Clayton would 
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pass the novel around in brown paper bags. 
The United States Postal Service declared 
it “lewd” and refused to send it through 
the mail. Eleanor Roosevelt, a fan, had to 
convince her husband, FDR, to overrule his 
postmaster general. The novel was banned 
in Boston and Detroit—the word “fucking” 
appears several times. Massachusetts Dis-
trict Judge Arthur P. Stone found the novel 
“obscene, tending to corrupt the morals of 
youth”—a bona fide dirty book. Appalled 
by such provincialism, Harper’s columnist 
and provocateur Bernard DeVoto marched 
into the Harvard Law bookstore and bought 
a copy in full view of the local constabulary, 
who duly arrested both DeVoto and the 
bookseller. The Civil Liberties Union of 
Massachusetts got on the case, and Lillian 
Smith got on the top of the best-seller list. 
Strange Fruit sold 140,000 copies by the 
end of April 1944. 

Smith always resisted the suggestion that 
she took the title of Strange Fruit from the 
song written by Abel Meeropol and made 
famous by Billie Holiday. The “strange fru-
it” of the South was not only, according 
to Smith, the “black body swinging in the 
Southern breeze,” but the toxic produce 
of segregation and hatred. It is the poison 
apple of white supremacy, which she called 
“a symptom of an emptiness in our lives.” 
Smith’s novel attacks the sclerotic heart of 
racism and , while she’s at it, takes some 
hard swings at repression, hypocrisy, and 
homophobia. For example, Laura, Tracy’s 
sister, shows no interest in “eligible” young 
men, but is in love with an older single 
woman named Jane, a love she will have 
to repress. One day, Alma Deen, taking 
refuge from her husband’s “masculinity” 
in her daughter’s maidenly bedroom, finds 
a clay sculpture of an anatomically correct 
nude female torso, wrapped in a wet cloth 
in her dresser: “A man, a boy—you could 
understand men being dirty like that—
men seemed made that way. But your own 
daughter . . .” Alma destroys the little sculp-
ture, smashing it into a formless lump, and 
throws it in the trash.

Despite all her liberal ideas, Smith’s 
writing is subject to some of the binary 
stereotyping she disapproved of politically. 
Nonnie, the black protagonist, is uninhib-
ited, unafraid of her sexuality; Dottie, the 
white girl Tracy should marry, represents 
Puritanism: “All the white women in the 
world. Yeah . . . they tie their love around 
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you like a little thin wire and pull, keep 
pulling until they cut you in two, they’re 
asleep now, stretched out on their beds 
asleep, ruling the town. White goddesses. 
Pure as snow—dole out a little of their body 
to you—just a little—see—it’s poison—you 
can’t take but a few drops—”

Many reviewers, especially progressives, 
applauded the novel. In the New York Times 
Book Review, W. E. B. Du Bois lauded Strange 
Fruit’s “explicit depiction of the tragedy of 
the South” and the complex prejudices “that 
only evolution can untangle or revolution 
break.” Diana Trilling of the Nation wrote, 
“In her hands the Negro problem turns out to 
be not only the problem of the whole South 
but, by implication, of all modern society.” 

Not everybody loved it. Malcolm Cow-
ley compared Smith to Faulkner, declaring 
him the greater stylist, finding her lacking 
in literary talent and suggesting the novel 
wasn’t her form. Below Mr. Mason and Mr. 
Dixon’s psychic line, Strange Fruit garnered 
some praise—and precipitated some hissy 
fits—from both whites and blacks. The presi-
dent of Spelman barred Smith from speak-
ing on campus because she had “disgraced” 
the college by making Nonnie an alumna. 
White segregationists hated it even more. 
The Hapeville Statesman, a paper controlled 
by the prominent Talmadge family, hollered 
from its front page that the “romantic affair 
between a white Georgia boy and a negro 
girl” was portrayed “in such glamour that 
will make such courtships between negroes 
and whites attractive.” 

The book’s success allowed Smith to pay 
off her mortgage and treat herself to stays 
at the Plaza in New York, and to nice wine 
and garlic olives, a great delicacy. Fichter re-
called that her aunt bought an exquisite black 
dress by the couturier Adrian with some of 
her royalties. Nevertheless, Lillian Smith 
understood the curse of her fame, writing: 
“You are called bitch and saint, whore and 
heroine, you are praised for your courage and 
sneered at for your obscenity; you are made 
into stereotypes, no one sees you as a person, 
not even those who admire your book most.” 
Still, she signed a contract to adapt Strange 
Fruit for the stage. José Ferrer would direct. 

The play previewed in Montreal to enthu-
siastic notices, then opened on Broadway on 
November 29, 1945. Reviews were decidedly 
mixed, many praising Smith’s courage and 
honesty while also deploring its excessive 
episodes, complex staging, and oversize cast. 

Eleanor Roosevelt let it be known that she 
loved it. The New York Post critic did not, 
sniffing, “Mr. Ferrer, as director, seems to 
be more of a traffic control officer than any-
thing else.” 

Smith was never satisfied with the dra-
matic version of Strange Fruit; she thought 
it overemphasized lynching, and she blamed 
segregationists, leftists, and communists for 
diminishing audiences. She was, however, 
proud of the makeup of the cast, with half 
white actors, half black, half from the North, 
half from the South, including Jane White, 
daughter of NAACP head Walter White, 
playing Nonnie. She said, “Imagine that 
mixture!” 

“But our leaders were, for the most part, 
hotheaded, uninformed, defensive, greedy 
men, unwilling to accept criticism. Or else 
they were so tortured and ambivalent that 
they found it impossible to make important 
decisions quickly enough. So the South 
walked backward into its future.”

S
mith closed her camp in 1949, though 
not because of controversy over Strange 
Fruit—only four campers were with-

drawn by shocked parents, and many others 
lined up to take their places. She had decided 
to write full time, devoting herself not only 
to the topic of civil rights but also gender and 
sexuality. “Julia,” a fragment of a novel, testi-
fies to her struggle over the place of women in 
the world and the power of female desire. The 
Journey, a kind of spiritual autobiography, 
came out in 1954. Her anti-McCarthyism 
novel One Hour was published in 1959, and 
Our Faces, Our Words, a hybrid of fiction and 
nonfiction celebrating the civil rights move-
ment and nonviolence, came out in 1964. 
Meanwhile, she was diagnosed with cancer 
and had a radical mastectomy. Smith was sup-
posed to be on her deathbed several times, 
but, as Fichter said, her aunt was surprisingly 
tough: “She just kept recovering.” 

During the 1950s and early 1960s, she 
continued to battle the “moderates” who 
thought they were doing the right thing by 
pushing for gradual change in the South. In 
1956, she gave a speech for the Montgom-
ery Improvement Association and dismissed 
their efforts: “It would be difficult to imagine 

Jesus as a ‘moderate.’ Difficult to imagine 
Leonardo da Vinci as a moderate. Imagine 
Gandhi as a moderate.” 

She corresponded with Martin Luther 
King Jr.—she was, in fact, in the car with 
him in 1962 when he got arrested in At-
lanta. She praised the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee but worried about 
increasing militancy among young African 
Americans who were growing impatient with 
nonviolent civil obedience, seeing it as too 
slow. She lived to see the Freedom Summer 
of 1964, as well as the Civil Rights Act and 
the Voting Rights Act. As Fichter told me, 
she was “hopeful about the direction America 
was going in, but not naïve.”

I don’t know how hopeful she would have 
been if she could see how the promise of 
equal rights has still not been fulfilled. I left 
England in 1990 for a job at the University of 
Alabama, trying, as I told myself (and every-
body else), to put my money where my mouth 
is, to teach in the South instead of some nice, 
safe, ivy-insulated campus in the North. Even 
during Bill Clinton’s New South administra-
tion, Old Southery would burst forth every 
now and then like stubborn weeds on a vel-
vety lawn. At the University of Alabama, a 
cross was burned on the lawn of the student 
newspaper office. Every spring, young men 
in Confederate uniforms escorted young 
women in hoopskirts to a party celebrating 
the plantation past. (I’m picking on Alabama, 
but it was the same at colleges in Florida or 
Georgia or Mississippi.) I published my first 
book on Southern women, race, class, and the 
fierce undertow of history always dragging 
us backward, no matter how strongly we 
fight for the shore. I was awarded tenure and 
silently thanked the gods and Lillian Smith. 
Much of my political sensibility was taken 
from her; her anger gave me a vocabulary to 
express mine.

I recently called up Rose Gladney, distin-
guished Lillian Smith scholar and my former 
University of Alabama colleague. We talked 
about the Current Unpleasantness of the 
presidential race. “Lillian Smith could tell us 
exactly why people, especially people in the 
South, like Donald Trump,” Gladney said. 
“And she could tell you exactly why Donald 
Trump likes dictators, too.”

Gladney and Piedmont College professor 
Lisa Hodgens have put together A Lillian 
Smith Reader, out this September from the 
University of Georgia Press to coincide with 
the fiftieth anniversary of Smith’s death. It’s 
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a compendium of her work from the 1930s 
to the 1960s, showing “how the camp, the 
magazine, and the writing all connect,” Glad-
ney says, a reminder of why Smith is such 
an important writer. She was the first white 
Southern woman who lived in the South 
and told the truth about the lynchings and 
the racial hatred and the crippling class and 
gender regime.

As Gladney puts it, “She showed how you 
can stay and resist. And not compromise.” In 
the nineteenth century, Sarah and Angelina 
Grimké escaped the horrors that their South 
Carolina planter family inflicted on the peo-
ple they enslaved and fled north to advocate 
for abolition. Diarist Fanny Kemble divorced 
her plantation master husband and lived out 
her life in London, critiquing the South from 
afar. Harper Lee attacked Jim Crow Alabama 
in To Kill a Mockingbird, but she lived much 
of her adult life in New York. 

Smith, in contrast, said: “I want my mind 
to cover the earth, but I want my mythic roots 
to stay there, the roots in the imagination, to 
be on home ground.” She could have gone to 
Manhattan to live amongst the drawing-room 
progressives who admired her, or found a 
home on some congenial campus, like many 
of the Agrarian poets. Instead she insisted 
on staying where she could “keep the wound 
open.” The “Southern Way of Life” may no 
longer mean institutionalized segregation, 
but it still implies backward attitudes and 
violence toward women, people of color—
anyone and anything deemed “foreign.” 

I can imagine Lillian Smith’s would-
be exasperation with the ways in which 
Americans today have resegregated ourselves 
into communities based on color, religion, 
sexuality, class, language, and political party. 

How we use guns to “discipline” those we 
think threaten us. I can imagine her horror at 
the possibility of our sending to the White 
House a demagogue—a man who calls 
Mexicans “rapists and murderers” and who 
warns against the ruin of American culture 
in the same way old-time racists whipped 
voters into a frenzy over the destruction of 
Christianity and the “mongrelization” of 
the South.

“I prefer that my family do not watch it as 
I am laid into the grave. They will close it 
swiftly and spread flowers over the ground. 
That afternoon, there will be a memorial 
service to which will be invited friends 
from all over the world who care. All the 
Ivy Hill colored community will be in-
vited. . . . There will be Bach played while 
they are gathering. Very short service.”

—How Am I to Be Heard? Letters of 
Lillian Smith, edited by Margaret 
Rose Gladney (1993)

I
n 1966, it was clear that Lillian Smith was 
dying. She now lived alone, with Paula 
Snelling in the next cabin over. They had 

dinner every night. Smith often had to use 
oxygen and made many trips to Atlanta for 
treatments at Emory Hospital. Still, she kept 
writing, kept agitating. In an eloquent piece 
for the Atlanta Constitution, she protested 
the Georgia General Assembly’s refusal to 
admit Julian Bond, former communications 
director of SNCC, who had been elected 

to a seat. (The paper’s former editor, Ralph 
McGill, would have had nothing to do with 
Smith, but Eugene Patterson, who at that 
point ran the place, was glad to publish her.) 
She protested when the Congress on Racial 
Equality backed down from nonviolence as 
an exclusive policy for change, claiming it 
had been “infiltrated by adventurers and 
by nihilists, Black Nationalists, and plain 
old fashioned haters.” She resigned from its 
advisory board. When the time came, she 
designed her own funeral and wrote letters 
saying good-bye to those she loved: “No 
tears,” she wrote. 

No tears, but a celebration of her life and 
work. Smith’s greatest contribution to the 
American project is that she showed us how 
to be an advocate for social justice, to be a 
person of conscience in communities that talk 
often about morality while exhibiting very 
little of its most basic sense. She taught me, 
and thousands of others, to love the South by 
resisting the South. And her legacy lives on in 
Clayton. In 2013, the Lillian E. Smith Center 
was established as an educational center and 
artist retreat on the site of Laurel Falls. 

In the Big House of Southern Fantasy—
built by slaves, splendidly furnished with 
myth and nonsense, haunted by rape, lynch-
ing, war, poverty, and ignorance—white 
women of status were supposed to labor 
quietly in the kitchen or sit in the parlor, 
ankles crossed, embroidering. Smith wasn’t 
having it. Born and raised in the Big House, 
she exposed its rotting foundation, its leaky 
roof, its broken windows. She didn’t want 
to fix it up. She wanted to take a hammer to 
the china cabinet, smash the crystal, set Miss 
Ellen’s portieres on fire, and burn the damned 
place down. ø
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I 
love potatoes in all their forms—even 
raw—but especially hash browns, 
latkes, French fries, baked potatoes, 
soufflés, puffs, pastries, and homefries. 
And vodka. Don’t get me started on 

vodka. Please don’t! The last time I imbibed 
potato liquor I wound up hiring a bicycle taxi 
to pedal five people to my mother’s house for a 
nightcap. Mom was delighted; the taxi-cyclist 
quite a bit less so. 

The word “potato” comes from the Taíno 
word batata, which evolved to Spanish patata, 
and finally the English word “potato.” I much 
prefer the evocative French term of pomme de 

terre, meaning “apple of the earth.” This gen-
erous designation grants a higher status—the 
burnished apple with all its attendant glory. 

Idioms involving potatoes are often pejora-
tive: couch potato, small potatoes, dropped 
like a hot potato. My goal is to rectify this 

unfair politicization by becoming a literary 
Johnny Potato Eye, wandering America plant-
ing potatoes for the future of our species. 
This essay is my first salvo into the shallow 
furrows of potato meadows. 

I consider myself fortunate to be alive dur-
ing the renaissance of the lowly spud, the 
Solanum tuberosum, making me an avowed 
“tuberist.” The local Kroger, country stores, 
gas stations, and fancy food joints offer mul-

B Y  C H R I S  O F F U T T

M O O N  B A L L S

C O O K I N G  W I T H  C H R I S

Detail from Miracle Chips®, 2010, by John Baldessari
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tiple variations of my favorite snack food. 
New chips proliferate more often than David 
Bowie reinvented himself. He never released 
a weak record, but awful chips abound: Dill 
Pickle, Hamburger, Steak & Eggs, Biscuit & 
Gravy, Chicken & Waffles, Home Run Hot 
Dog, Cajun Squirrel, Butter Garlic Scallop, 
and Bacon Mac & Cheese. Eager aficionados 
of chip culture have also endured baked chips, 
a dreadful concept. Low-fat chips entered the 
fray, typically including extra salt to make 
up for the lost oil, while unsalted chips are 
greasy as possum meat.

Potato chips have become so popular that 
manufacturers compete using clever market-
ing on the bag itself. The standard trope is a 
means to distinguish their product from all 
the others as if the chips were designed by a 
gourmet, carefully assembled from the best 
raw material. One common element is the in-
sistence that the chips in question are cooked 
in single batches. After careful and intensive 
research, I’ve learned that all chips are cooked 
in single batches. It’s far too cost-prohibitive 
to make them one at a time. What’s important 
is how big the damn batch is! A 200-gallon 
vat of month-old oil is still a “single batch.” 
Equally irritating are trendy catchphrases 
such as “organic growing” and “sustainable 
harvest” and “ecologically sound.” These are 
potato chips, not luxury furs or koi fish. 

(I once knew an actor who spent five thou-
sand dollars for a koi pond, and another ten 
thousand for a single fish. He hosted a party 
to celebrate his acquisition, then watched 
in horror as a hawk dropped from the sky 
and took the fish. I laughed like the dickens 
and was never invited back to his house. Ac-
tors . . . They receive a great deal of attention 
for people who speak in sentences someone 
else writes for them.) 

As with most obsessive interests, my per-
sonal relationship with the potato chip began 
in childhood. A hot school lunch cost a quar-
ter. With four kids, Dad deemed five bucks 
a week too steep a price to pay. My mother 
packed a meal for me in a paper sack: lunch 
meat on light bread, an apple, and a tiny bag 
of potato chips. 

For twelve years I walked a footpath 
through the woods to school, mostly down-
hill, often at a fast run. My pace jostled the 
bag in such a way that the sandwich wrapped 
concavely around the apple like a hand over a 
cueball, and reduced the chips to slim, shat-
tered shards. Mom expected me to use the 
same paper bag for two weeks. They often 

didn’t last, especially in rain. I began carrying 
my lunch in my pockets, which preserved the 
chips—unless I fell. Unfortunately I fell at 
least twice a week. I learned to roll forward, 
taking the weight on my shoulder, hip, and 
forearms in order to protect my precious cargo 
of chips. I’m still an excellent faller. 

In my twenties and thirties I went through 
the economic drought years necessary to a 
young writer. It was my own personal Dark 
Ages of no chips, a private potato famine. 
Early medieval monks preserved literacy by 
making illuminated manuscripts, producing 
books so rare that they were chained to a read-
ing table to prevent theft. Had I lived then, 
I’d have no doubt pioneered the illuminated 
potato chip, carefully painting and writing 
small stories, one chip at a time, becoming 
the oracle of the spud at the monastery of the 
tater. My own sacrifice paid off—as a middle-
aged midlist writer, I can afford all the chips 
I want. Unfortunately, my doctor disagrees. 
Instead of eating them, I research them, which 
keeps my cholesterol low.  

The potato was originally grown and har-
vested by pre-Inca people in Peru and Bolivia. 
Spanish Conquistadors killed and enslaved 
the populace but thoughtfully spared the 
fruits and vegetables. (United Fruit took a 
similar approach in Central America, with 
slightly less bloodshed.) The conquering 
Spaniards brought potatoes back to Europe, 
where Sir Walter Raleigh grew them in Ire-
land. The Inca got their revenge a couple 
hundred years later during the great potato 
famine in Europe. Around a million people 
starved to death when a blight hit the crops. 
More than a million Irish immigrated to the 
USA where they took the toughest jobs no-
body wanted, becoming policemen, firemen, 
and priests. The less savory became politi-
cians, outlaws, and writers. (In the spirit of 
full disclosure, I am three-quarters Irish and 
the rest Appalachian mutt.) 

The origin of the potato chip is shrouded 
in mystery, much like the invention of the 
wheel or the constuction of the ancient pyra-
mids. Many legends have accrued. In 1973 
the St. Regis Paper Company manufactured 
bags for potato chips. Part of their advertising 
campaign insisted that chips were originally 
known as “Saratoga Crunch Chips.” Three 
years later the Snack Food Association held 
its annual convention. At this austere gath-
ering in Saratoga Springs, New York, it was 
decreed that a local restaurant, Moon Lake 
House, had invented the potato chip in 1853. 

According to an article in the Watertown Dai-
ly Times, the shipping and railroad robber 
baron Cornelius Vanderbilt had complained 
to a waiter that his French fries were too 
thick. He sent them back to the kitchen. The 
irritated chef sliced his potatoes extremely 
thin, fried them to a crisp, and salted them. 
Vanderbilt loved them! 

This anecdote is politely termed “apocry-
phal,” which traditionally means an outright 
fabrication. In the absence of corroboration, 
the story mainly serves to promote potato 
chips through association with a rich indus-
trialist. Other people are credited with origi-
nating the chip, including the chef George 
Crum, his assistant Kate Wicks, manager 
Hiram Thomas, and restaurant owner Cary 
Moon. Despite the murky origin, it’s clear 
that Saratoga Springs is trying to claim the 
potato chip! This honor was challenged by a 
restaurateur in Troy, New York, who said “Old 
Flora,” an African-American cook, invented 
the snack. The feud became so heated that in 
August 1882, chip rival Cary Moon wrote 
a letter to the Troy Daily Times saying that 
he’d never heard of Flora and believed she 
was “base fabric of the brain.” (No one really 
knows what that means.) In 1893 the New 
York Times failed to set the matter straight 
with its assertion that the chip was invented 
by Cary Moon’s second wife, a woman with the 
phenomenally cool name of Freelove Moon. 

Unfortunately for Saratoga Springs, Troy, 
Freelove, and Vanderbilt, the first recipe for 
the potato chip had already appeared thirty 
years earlier in an 1822 British cookbook: 
The Cook’s Oracle by William Kitchiner. Two 
years later, Mary Randolph published The 
Virginia House-Wife and included a recipe 
for potato chips. 

This historic information was overlooked 
by a potato chip cookbook privately printed 
in 1977. Marylou Whitney, the fourth wife 
of Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney, grew up 
in Kansas and had the good fortune to marry 
into the most prominent family in the USA. 
The happy couple met when Mr. Whitney 
produced The Missouri Traveler, a Hollywood 
picture, and married one of the stars. By all 
accounts her film performance was of such 
a caliber that she devoted the rest of her life 
to her hobbies of raising roses and thorough-
bred horses. She also managed to find the 
time to produce her hand-written pamphlet, 
The Potato Chip Cookbook, published by the 
Maple Hill Press in Lexington, Kentucky, my 
mother’s hometown. (Mom recently told me 
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that she read a book about Mrs. Vanderbilt 
Whitney and was not impressed by her views 
of Kentucky.) 

Mrs. Vanderbilt Whitney’s handwriting is 
highly legible, with looping strokes of the 
pen and a flaring grace. Her prose contains 
a personal tone, affable and warm. She is 
disarmingly honest in her introduction, 
writing of Saratoga Springs: “We have a 
summer home there, and spend the delightful 
month of August at that cool and attractive 
place. We go there not only to watch our 
horses race at the charming old track, but to 
partake of the mineral baths and water and 
to enjoy the New York City Ballet and the 
Philadelphia Orchestra.”

Discerning the target audience of her cook-
book is difficult, since most people have other 
tasks during August—like working a job. As 
F. Scott Fitzgerald famously wrote of the very 
rich: “They are different from you and me.” 
(Yes, they invent recipes such as Moon Balls.)   

Mrs. Vanderbilt Whitney expresses love 
for potatoes but is also diet conscious. On 
page eight of her recipe book she writes: 
“I try to avoid them three times a day and 
settle for them for one meal, as I’m afraid of 
getting fat.” I’ve read this sentence several 
times and sought consultation from schol-
ars. We each independently drew the same 
conclusion—that Mrs. Vanderbilt Whitney 
ate four meals per day, one of which included 
potatoes. Perhaps she was influenced by the 
dietary traditions of hobbits, who enjoy a 
second breakfast. 

I’ve always wondered what truly motivated 
her effort to produce the cookbook. The fam-
ily was not in need of publicity. They have 

a museum in New York and a university in 
Nashville, for crying out loud! I deeply sus-
pect some hidden agenda on Mrs. Vanderbilt 
Whitney but am at a loss as to what that might 
be. If my wife suddenly wrote a cookbook that 
ended with an anecdote about how “Moon 
Balls” made me smile, I might suspect that she 
was trying to compensate for some personal 
mischief. All men have their petty fears and 
jealousies. My worst is that my wife will be-
come romantically involved with a younger 
food writer, perhaps one with a working 
knowledge of Moon Balls. 

The most curious aspect of the cookbook 
is the dedication itself: “To all of the de-
scendents [sic] of the founder of the potato 
chip, Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt.” 
The strict definition of “founder” is a person 
who manufactures metal objects at a foundry. 
The term has evolved to mean someone who 
establishes an organization, such as a mon-
astery for illuminated manuscripts. Accord-
ing to Mrs. Vanderbilt Whitney, the potato 
chip is the only food that has a founder. This 
concept confounded me to the point that it 
entered my sleep. 

The night after reading her cookbook I had 
a dream in which I learned about the “true 
founder” from reading the back of a bag of 
potato chips. During the dream I speculated 
how it could be possible to read words that 
did not actually exist. They seemed to appear 
as I read, and I awoke with full memory of the 
advertising. I rose from bed and transcribed 
it. I only wish the dream had included Free-
love Moon into the narrative. Hopefully she, 
or at least her wonderful name, will appear 
another night. ø

R E C I P E S

The Cook’s Oracle 
William Kitchiner (1822)

P O T A T O E S  F R I E D  I N  

S L I C E S  O R  S H AV I N G S 

Peel large potatoes, slice them 
about a quarter of an inch thick, or cut 
them in shavings round and round, 
as you would peel a lemon; dry them 
well in a clean cloth, and fry them in 
lard or dripping. 

The Potato Chip Cookbook
Mrs. Cornelius Vanderbilt Whitney 

(1977)

M O O N  B A L L S 

Vanilla ice cream
Chocolate ice cream
Finely crushed potato chips
Hot fudge sauce
Hot butterscotch sauce

With an ice cream scoop, make 
round balls of vanilla ice cream. Roll 
them in crushed potato chips. Serve 
with hot butterscotch sauce. Also, 
make chocolate ice cream balls, roll 
them in the chip crumbs and serve 
with hot fudge sauce. Top with 
whipped cream and a cherry!

“W
e’ve been growing potatoes on the same family land 
for 150 years. My great-great-grandfather, Homer 
Finkle, came to this country at age fourteen from 

England. He owned a pair of boots, trousers, and one shirt. In 
his pocket he had a single potato given to him by his dying 
mother in Northumberland. ‘Take this,’ she said. ‘It 
will make you happy.’ The potato began to sprout on 
the damp trip across the sea. Alone aboard the ship, 
sleeping in a barrel suspended by rope below deck, 
young Homer viewed the potato as his family. Each day 
he caressed his pocket potato, confiding his hopes and fears, 
making sure it got some air. When he arrived in the New World, 
he planted it. All of our chips are descended from brave Homer 
and his migrating potato.

“We still follow Homer’s example of supreme care for the 
potato. Our harvest methods include singing to the crop as 
we gently remove it from the organic soil. Each one is hand-
inspected, and only the best are culled to make chips. Our slicing 

crew uses ancient Samurai techniques to rapidly cut each 
slice the same one-sixteenth-inch width. Our trained 

experts dry them on sustainable cotton cloth, and 
closely inspect each slice for flaws. We use 100% 

organic oil to fry the potatoes in small batches of 
fifty. Sea salt is lightly sprinkled until each chip has a 

slight twinkle in the light. 
“From Homer’s pocket to your home, we are proud to provide 

the finest potato chip in the world! Finkle’s, the chip that 
twinkles!”  
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