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In the 1920s and ’30s, a trio of sisters 

from New Orleans became the 

darlings of radio’s golden age. 

Martha, Connie, and Vet Boswell 

were classically trained musicians 

heavily influenced by the city’s 

vibrant jazz scene. Together they 

pioneered the cheerful, close-

harmony vocal style that became 

emblematic of 1940s girl groups.  

Join The Historic New Orleans 

Collection in rediscovering the Boswell 

Sisters, one of the city’s most celebrated 

musical exports.

Opens March 19, 2014

The Boswell Sisters (from left: Connie, Vet, 
and Martha); 1932; photoprint by John de 
Mirjian, photographer; The Historic New Orleans 
Collection, gift of the Boswell Museum of Music, 
2011.0315.83

Free Admission
533 Royal Street
GALLERY HOURS:

Tuesday–Saturday: 9:30 a.m.–4:30 p.m.  
Sunday: 10:30 a.m.–4:30 p.m.

(504) 523-4662
www.hnoc.org

SHOUT,
SIS TER ,
SHOUT!
THE BOSWELL SISTERS
of New Orleans
 An exhibition

The Historic 
New Orleans 
Collection  presents
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120 tried-and-true recipes 
and an inspiring story of food, 

friendship, and tradition in 
Water Valley, Mississippi.

Small-Town Grocery, 

big  -city   flavors

“Whether down-home or fancy, we judge everything 
by the same yardstick: if it’s good it stays.”
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C O U RT N E Y  B A L E S T I E R  is a food and culture writer 

whose work has appeared in the New York Times, Saveur, 
Gastronomica, and elsewhere. She is from West Virginia and 

currently lives and works in Detroit.

M AU D E  S C H U Y L E R  C L AY ’s photographs are in the 

collections of The Museum of Modern Art, The Museum of 

Fine Arts in Houston, and The National Museum of Women in 

the Arts, among others. Her book Delta Dogs will be published 

by the University Press of Mississippi this June. She lives in 

the Mississippi Delta.

G I N G E R  D E L L E N B AU G H  is a musician and writer who 

lives and works in New York City and Vienna, Austria.

J O H N  T.  E D G E  has served as director of the Southern Food-

ways Alliance since its founding in 1999. Winner of the M.F.K. 

Fisher Distinguished Writing Award from the James Beard Foun-

dation, Edge has written or edited more than a dozen books.
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from Syracuse, New York. His stories have appeared in Harper’s 
Magazine, Granta, and Popular Science, and have been featured 
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a book of photography about Joseph Mitchell with author Paul 

Maliszewski, forthcoming from Princeton Architectural Press. 
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Monsters. His new novel, Hold the Dark, will be published by 

Norton this fall. He is fiction editor of the journal AGNI at 

Boston University.

R E B E C CA  G AY L E  H OW E L L  has published poems and 
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teaches at Radford University and Converse College and is the 

Fred Chappell Fellow at the University of North Carolina at 

Greensboro, where he is pursuing an MFA.
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R A C H E L  M O N R O E ’s work has 

appeared in The Believer, Tin House, the  
New York Times, and elsewhere. She lives  

in Marfa, Texas. 

C.  E .  M O R G A N  is the author of All 
the Living, published by Farrar, Straus & 

Giroux. She lives in Kentucky. 
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of Outside Shot: Big Dreams, Hard Times, and 
One County’s Quest for Basketball Greatness. 

His journalism has appeared in the New 
York Times Magazine and on National Public 

Radio. He lives in New Orleans.

C H R I S  O F F U T T  grew up in Haldeman, 

Kentucky. He is the author of Kentucky 
Straight, Out of the Woods, The Same River 

Twice, No Heroes, and The Good Brother.  
He has written screenplays for True  
Blood, Weeds, and Treme, and TV pilots  

for Fox, Lionsgate, and CBS. He lives in 

Oxford, Mississippi.

JA M I E  Q UAT R O  is the author of 

the story collection I Want to Show You 
More. Her writing has also appeared in 

The O. Henry Prize Stories 2013, the 

New York Times Book Review, Tin House, 
Ploughshares, McSweeney’s, and elsewhere. 

She lives with her family in Lookout 

Mountain, Georgia.
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his liner notes for the compilation Work 
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of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. His 

poems and essays have appeared in Antaeus, 
Esquire, The Southern Review, and other 

publications. He co-wrote the film In the 
Blood with director George Butler.

K AT E  SW E E N E Y  lives in Atlanta 

where she writes and produces public 

radio stories. Her book American Afterlife, 
about death and memorialization, will be 
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GET DOWN. Few places in the world can do festivals and live music like we can. From Blues 
and Rock to Country and Cajun – music, food and fun are alive and well in Baton Rouge. For a 
complete calendar of events, concert listings, and festivals, log on to VisitBatonRouge.com.

800 LA ROUGE
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Download Allons, the FREE interactive magazine.

In this issue: Louisiana singer/songwriter  

Marc Broussard – his music, his home, his Lafayette.
800 346 1958     www. Lafayette.Travel

In the world of Zydeco music, GRAMMY™ Award winning  

Terrance Simien is a rock star. He’s circled the globe, played 

in front of a million people and shared the stage with musical 

legends. Back home, he waits in line for his favorite shrimp poboy 

just like everybody else. And he wouldn’t have it any other way.

Lafayette is good food, good music and good times. It’s boudin  

for breakfast, shrimp poboys for lunch and seafood gumbo  

for dinner. Its music swings, sways, spins and rocks.

My Zydeco.

My Gumbo.

My Lafayette.

™
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D eer snorts, dog snarls—that’s all I hear. 

Then I see brown and white fur, clumps 

of it floating in water, the stream pink-

ing with blood. Deer and dogs in water. Jake, 

ninety pounds of shepherd, taking the doe’s 

hooves and teeth. Becca and Little B, smaller 

but still good-sized, at the rear biting fur and 

flesh, getting kicked, holding on.

Yesterday, in the stand, I waited until the 

herd moved close to graze under my tree. Do it, I 

thought, trying to calm my breath. Still early, all 
day to work them up. Boom. First one down and 

dead, heart a holey mess. Work the lever. Boom. 

Second one shot in the chest, down after a long 

leap. Three deer in a day and freezer full for the 
year. Greedy bastard. Boom. But the third deer 

stumbled and I saw her leg, the blood, the miss. 

Trailed her for fifty yards into rhododendron 

where spoor disappeared, signs no longer sign-

ing. Bright drops of blood gone to the dull rust 

of oak leaf. I searched for two hours—back and 

forth through woods, back and forth through 

meadow—and found nothing. So I gave up to 

work up the two I got. 

The next day, back in the woods, I hunted for 

her trail, gridded out thickets, crawled the hells. 

When I heard the dogs a quarter mile away, I 

ran with my gun. 

She bedded by the stream. I should’ve 

known—deer go to water when they’re sick. 

Jake scented her to this tangle of greenery—joe-

pye and ironweed, sweetgrass and jewel. I waded 

through tall plants toward the clamor, toward 

doe and dogs and their splashing fight. My gun 

was useless with the dogs so close. I dropped it 

on the bank and leapt onto the doe.

I try to kill three to five deer a year here on 

our Virginia farm. I do so to protect our 

woods, feed our dogs, and feed us. But I am 

a deer hunter who also tries to be a vegan. I 

like a good burger, and my mouth waters just 

thinking about a dip of mint chocolate chip ice 

cream. Yet I prefer a plant-based diet because I 

don’t want to drown my body in fat and excess 

protein. So my wife and I eat one deer a year, 

usually less. Our dogs eat all we can give.

The dogs are mutts, the dogs are family, the 

dogs are carnivores. For several years we’ve fed 

them a diet of meat, bones, and what we call 

their “veggie smoothie.” We want to replicate 

what they would eat in the wild, what their 

cousins, the wolves and coyotes, eat. So all of it 

is uncooked—the bones are only what they can 

chomp without injury, and the slurry of veggies 

imitates the stomach contents of a dead animal. 

The dogs love their chow, especially venison.

I grew up in a house my schoolteacher parents 

built in Newburg, Pennsylvania, a town in 

Cumberland County with a population of 

300. Out our picture window, a quarter mile 

to the west, we could see my grandparents’ and 

uncle’s dairy farm, the place of my father’s birth. 

My friend Andy lived in the opposite direc-

tion, about a mile to the east, on the other side 

of Newburg. When we were in our early teens, 

Andy’s father built a huge chicken house on 

their farm, for egg production. The structure was 

longer than a football field, and it sat on a hill 

overlooking town. From a distance, it looked like 

Noah’s ark had come to rest right there by Rill’s 

cornfield, except this ark held 60,000 chickens, 

and these birds would never stride down a plank 

to scratch and bathe in the dirt. 

Andy and I both wrestled on the school team, 

and to lose weight some evenings we would 

race each other around the chicken house. The 

pole lights cast a yellow glare over the build-

ing’s white siding and the stubble of weeds. I 

could hear the soft murmur of birds inside and 

the purr of the massive fans that cooled them 

even in winter. Whenever we’d turn the last 

corner to run the length of the downwind side, 

I’d hesitate. The stink was so strong I could 

hardly breathe. Andy just bolted ahead and I 

tried to catch up. 

Drowning Deer
BY JIM MINICK
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One spring, Andy asked if I wanted to help 

change out the chickens. He promised good 

money and said lots of Amish girls were also 

getting hired. I showed up early on a Saturday 

to find semitrailers waiting at one end of the 

chicken house and people gathering at the other. 

I joined the crowd as we filed through the egg-

sorting room, then through another doorway 

and into the massive cavern of birds. Andy had 

to shout over their din to tell me what to do. He 

ended with “Just don’t breathe through your 

nose and you’ll get used to it.” 

The house had no windows, just strings of 

bare lightbulbs down each aisle. We walked on 

narrow planks that bounced under our weight, 

and below us was a pit filled with a year’s worth 

of chicken shit, ten feet deep. “Don’t fall,” 

Andy yelled, smiling as he pointed to the nar-

row gap between the walkway and the cages, 

which ran the length of the house. Each row 

was staggered above and behind the next in a 

pyramid form, so that the birds on the bottom 

wouldn’t get shat on by the ones above. Two 

narrow conveyor belts ran beside each row, 

one carrying food, the other carrying eggs. The 

wire cages measured three feet by three feet, 

and each held nine white chickens. 

Our job: open a cage, grab nine legs—one from 

each bird—and yank them out. Don’t think and 

do it quick. Walk fast to the end of the house 

and hand the load to someone else to stuff them 

into crates, then slide the crates onto the semis. 

Within minutes, feathers filled the air and 

my hands ached from pinching the live weight. 

“Don’t worry if you break a leg,” the guy beside 

me advised. “They’re just going to the factory. 

By this time tomorrow, they’ll be soup.” The 

birds tried to scramble to the backs of their 

cages. Some were bloody and featherless from 

being pecked. Others couldn’t move because 

their claws had grown around the wire floor. 

I felt their bones break as I pulled them free. 

During the days that followed, a cloud of 

stench hung over the whole town as Andy’s 

father and hired help cleaned out the pit. They 

spread the manure over all of the surrounding 

fields, and feathers sometimes floated down onto 

Main Street, a mile away. A week later, after the 

workers disinfected the chicken house, we all 

returned to put new birds into the clean cages. 

This time the whole process ran in reverse. A 
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bearded Amish man handed me nine birds by 

their legs, and like everyone else, I scurried 

down the long aisles to someone waiting to 

stuff them into the next empty cage, where 

they’d have a year to survive. This time we 

were careful about the legs. 

 

T hrough most of my childhood, I worked 

on my relatives’ small dairy. When I 

turned sixteen and could drive, I went 

to work for a larger dairy, where, instead of 

milking twenty cows, we had seventy-five, 

and instead of twice a day, we milked every 

eight hours. The milking parlor consisted of a 

cement pit with elevated stalls on either side 

for the cows. We worked in that pit, where the 

air smelled like bleach and we stood at eye level 

to ten sagging udders. We’d clean their teats, 

slap on the milkers, and move to the opposite 

side to repeat. Five minutes later, the suction 

valves would make a wheezing sound because 

the bags were empty. Then we’d remove the 

milkers, open the gates, and start in on the 

next batch. We never really saw the cows’ eyes, 

never scratched their heads like my uncle did. 

The cows would often shit right there in the 

parlor, spattering the equipment and us.

My boss used to play college basketball at a 

small ag school, which meant he was quick and 

strong and towered over everybody. He also 

had a temper. After hours of getting shat on 

while looking at nothing but hooves and bags, 

he usually got cranky. Once, a cow wouldn’t 

move out of her stall, preventing the three 

behind her from moving on. The whole op-

eration stopped, except the empty click-click 

of the milking machine. My boss picked up a 

two-by-four and started hitting the cow’s legs 

as hard as he could, swearing that he’d sell her 

to the slaughterhouse if she didn’t move. He 

broke that board before she finally limped away. 

I drowned another deer, this one during win-

ter, the snow a foot deep and hard-crusted. 

That time, too, Jake was ahead on the trail, 

out of sight. He gave his long, low, growling 

bark, warning that he’d come upon something 

big. I slogged through the snow to find a spike 

buck cornered in what we call Wishbone Hol-

low. I shouted and waved to run him off, but 

then I saw the mangled dangling hoof and shat-

tered slender bone. Some other greedy bastard 

shot too low, lost the blood trail, or didn’t even 

try. So the buck stood on three feet, lowered 

his head, wanted to gouge Jake. 

I moved to save the dog and drive the buck 

uphill, into cover of thick woods, but he 

charged me instead. He stumbled and Jake 

lunged for his throat. The spike buck twisted 

his neck and tried to drive Jake into the ground. 

We each retreated, waited, panting. The spike 

buck faltered—he’d already lasted too long 

with no grass, no way to paw through deep 

snow, no way to stop the blood. End this now, 
I thought, but my gun was a mile away. 

I circled behind Jake to push the buck the 

other way, downhill, where he’d have to cross 

the stream, a ten-foot leap, easy for a healthy 

deer. If he made that, he’d have to jump a 

fence, uphill.

He charged out the mouth of Wishbone, 

out of sight. Jake followed him, and I knew 

from his barks that the buck didn’t make it 

across the stream. 

I ran to find Jake at his head, the buck still 

fighting. From the bank, I leapt onto his back. 

The cold water stunned me, and the shallow-

ness, too, the ice cutting my shin. This deer was 

all ribs—I felt the frame of him between my 

legs. I avoided the slender antlers and pushed 

down on his neck, leaned with my whole body 

and held. His kicks slowed. He breathed in cold 

water. Then he didn’t exhale. 

Later, while butchering, I found something 

I had never seen in thirty years of hunting—a 

deer so lean it had no fat.

I hunted as a kid—popcans and starlings 

with a BB gun, groundhogs with Grandpa’s 

.22, pheasants and rabbits with a 20-gauge 

shotgun Dad bought for me one Christmas. 

I hunted deer with Grandpa’s antique .30-40 

Krag, but I never shot any. Once, I sat beside a 

deer path on Blue Mountain in the bitter cold 

of winter. I fell asleep and woke to the sound 

of a doe swishing less than a foot beside me. 

We turned to look at each other before she 

snorted and ran away.

Those Pennsylvania woods I loved as a kid 

now have too few tree seedlings and wildflow-

ers because of too many deer. On a recent visit 

home, I drove up into the mountains to find that 

much of the forest looked like a savannah, the 

understory open with long views deep into the 

trees. Instead of a dense undergrowth of flow-

ers and young hardwoods, hay-scented ferns 

carpeted the ground—one of the few plants 

deer don’t eat. But on one tract the state had 

constructed a fence to keep deer out. There, the 

forest floor was thick with all sorts of saplings 

and wildflowers. 

Scientists have extensively documented 

what a population of 30 million deer does to 

our country’s landscape. One study, on chronic 

over-browsing, discovered that “excluding deer 

increased total plant cover seven fold” and con-

cluded that deer have dramatically changed the 

composition of our forests, converting “what 

was once a species-rich and lush understory of 

forbs and shrubs into a depauperate understory 

dominated by a few ferns, grasses, and browse-

resistant trees.” It may take many, many decades 

for the forest to ever recover. 

Put another way: we are drowning in deer. 

P ennsylvania spends “approximately $3 

million each year on temporary deer fenc-

ing to allow tree regeneration on state 

forest lands,” according to a 2009 publication 

from the state’s Department of Conservation 

and Natural Resources. The national scope 

of this problem is staggering. A publication 

from Cornell argues that annual estimates of 

deer damage are reported to exceed $2 billion 

nationwide, including $1 billion in car dam-

ages, more than $100 million in agricultural 

crop damage, $750 million in damage to the 

timber industry, and more than $250 million 

in damage to metropolitan households. 

This report came out in 2001, and these 

figures have obviously risen since then. An 

estimate from State Farm Insurance claims that 

in 2012 the cost of deer-car collisions alone 
exceeded $4 billion. That translates into ap-

proximately 100,000 deer-vehicle accidents 

per month in the U.S., and the Insurance Insti-

tute for Highway Safety states these collisions 

“cause about 200 fatalities each year.” These 

statistics became personal not long ago.

My wife, Sarah, was on her way to work 

when a huge buck ran into the side of her 

car, tore off the mirror, and rolled across the 

hood and windshield. For a second, Sarah’s 

sky turned furry and brown. Then the buck 

landed on the opposite side of the road. There 

it writhed, alive but with a broken spine. 

After she stopped, Sarah flagged down two 

men and asked if they had a gun. They thought 

she was crazy until they saw the deer floun-

dering in the ditch. A woman living nearby 

came running with a rifle. “I saw the whole 

thing,” she said. “Heard it too. Thought you 

might need this.” The men took care of the 

buck while Sarah headed on to a classroom 

of first-graders.

Not all deer-car collisions end so well for the 

people in the vehicle, and rarely do the deer 

survive. Some days on my long commute, I’ll 

count three carcasses along a fifty-mile stretch 

of highway. Sometimes all that’s left is a huge 

red smear.
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T he doe I shot and rode, the fierce doe 

I needed to drown, did not want to 

die. She was fat, and even with three 

dogs at her and me on her shoulders, she 

shifted enough so that I lost my footing, and 

suddenly, eyes at her level, I too breathed 

water, heard it in my ears. I gripped her neck, 

righted myself to stand and push her head 

under again. Watched her breathe in, imag-

ined her lungs swelling, her throat burning. 

White where she once saw trees. That buzz-

ing nothingness, that electric snowing buzz 

I experienced as a child in the public pool, 

my mother behind the fence, she too unable 

to swim, watching, knowing the water was 

filling my ears, my nose, my mouth.

D eer know how to swim, though. Once 

by the Potomac, I watched a buck on 

the far shore, his tines a candelabra of 

sun. He dipped to drink, sniffed the wind 

before plunging in. He swam the quarter-mile 

expanse of the river fast, head up, reflection 

on the calm surface, feet plowing currents. 

He made it ashore, downstream, out of sight. 

I imagined him shaking once and moving on, 

rut on his mind. Overhead, the interstate 

bridge carried the boom and rattle of traffic.

A gain I shoved down on the doe, her 

matted fur between my fingers, her 

weight a little less than mine. Die. Die 
now. Please die. The dogs had stopped barking. 

They snarled instead, ripped and yanked, the 

water turning red. Die. Now. Please. The kick-

ing stopped. She gulped one last time. Then 

she went slack.

Enough, I yelled at the dogs, my throat raw. 

They stood back, panting, and watched me. 

I was panting too. I dragged the doe to the 

stream’s edge and sat, holding her slender 

hooves, trying to catch my breath.

But I couldn’t pull her up the three feet 

of bank. Her wet hooves kept slipping out 

of my hands. Twice I had to jump back in to 

re-grip. Finally, I just kneeled in the water 

to hug her body and heave it onto land. The 

dogs growled, and I had to rap Little B’s nose 

to get her to loose her hold on the doe’s flank. 

They crouched nearby, waited for me to turn.

I grabbed Jake’s collar and started to run, 

calling the others. They actually followed, 

looking back as we jogged the hill to the 

truck and knives and a long evening of cut-

ting meat. 

When I sliced her open, I found her lungs 

exploded, her chest full of blood and water. ø

No One Was Born Here

Across the white highway, dogs drift unmoored.

Silver-tipped seagrass, but no cactus. An offing

of shopping plazas, their harsh light and low roofs.

That’s the way with drought; first dissent,

a worm belief that one place could be another.

I bet it feels good to twist a head of cotton

clean from the stem’s fat and browning boll.

I bet it feels good to stand in irrigated rows.

Most people smile around town. Big, too.

We’re so pleased to meet you. But we met last week.

Days, gone with a handshake. The thing about dogs is

they actually need us. Otherwise they’re half animals,

scabbed raw with mange, scared of the noonday sun.

As for me, I came here to keep my mouth shut.

Did I mention the dust?

Five Poems
BY REBECCA GAYLE HOWELL
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Grackles, to Be Sure

An isosceles of birds arrange themselves.

Two in the yard, one in the lowest branch

of a cedar weed. The first looks up at the second;

the second and third, at each other.

Rat crows. Their aurora borealis bodies.

Their oil spill down and glint. I hear

they eat trash. I hear they nest in trash.

On my way to the bridge I see them and stop.

Not one of them looks at me. All I can think is

I want one to look at me.

We’re On a Need to Know Basis

The kid is riding his bike, Fibonacci spiral in a cracked

and cement lot. It’s hot. I’m in one of the parked cars, idling.

I don’t know where to go. A man with a star inked on his neck

crosses the street toward us. Five points and American blue.

He’s alone, the kid. He knows better. Drink water, but don’t

drink the water here, his mother could have said. Above us, birds

charge the west along abacus wires strung tight to—what?

We are not held by this sky. No one counts our living sins.
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We Want What We’ve Been Given

When the rains come, the dog curls in the steel tub.

The window glass brays, Not today. Not today.
Dust to mud; we bury sod and expect New England.

My grace is sufficient, Brother Slade reminds me.

He and I take off our shoes and stand stooped, washing.

He is tall for a Bible man and with red hair. The air

is almost oceanic. I do not trust him. Everything dies,
I tell him a lover I once had said that every night.

He stands to bend backward, his hand on his hip,

his eyes open straight to the sun. He does not respond.

I loved him, I say again. I loved.

The Quick and the Dead

The fire ant, his red dirt turret; my bare hands.

The fire ant, his sugar load. The moonlight in pieces

on little backs, slipping through the world’s split

then gone and, just like that, a hot place is getting

cold. I have nothing worth return. On the walk

a cigarette stub lottery, floss toothpicks, scutch

grass fighting to spread. Fried wings chewed

to the tendon, left to decompose. This is today.

A war must be over, for all the damned noise.



Baked grits
Highlands Bar and Grill, 

Birmingham

Banana pudding
Sisters’, Troy

Broiled seafood platter
Th e Bright Star, Bessemer

Black Forest torte
Klingler’s, Birmingham

Bouillabaisse
Hot and Hot Fish Club, 

Birmingham

Fried chicken
Martin’s, Montgomery

Fried fi sh and cole slaw
Ezell’s, Lavaca

Hot Bama Brown sandwich
Baumhower’s, Tuscaloosa

Fried green tomatoes
Irondale Cafe, Irondale

Crab cakes
Fox Valley Restaurant, 

Maylene

Peach pies
Peach Park, Clanton

Ribs and white bread
Dreamland, Tuscaloosa

Sea bass in banana leaves
Cosmo’s Restaurant and Bar, 

Orange Beach

Muff aletta Panino
Panini Pete’s, Fairhope

Neapolitan pizza
Bettola, Birmingham

Oysters fried, stewed 
and nude

Wintzell’s, Mobile

Shrimp and grits
Classic on Noble, Anniston

The best way to experience Alabama? 

trip to Alabama can be a culinary celebration of all things epicurean. From gourmet to the catch of the day, 
festivals to farmers markets, your journey intersects with Alabama’s thriving culinary scene, one dish at a time. 
So come dine with our award-winning chefs, check out our must-not-miss food events and dig into the “100 dishes 
to eat in Alabama before you die.” With so much to do, see and eat, every experience will be just as exciting as the 
next. Get started on your delicious adventure today.

To learn more, visit ilovealabamafood.com 
or download the 100 Dishes app today.

A
Cheeseburger in Paradise

LuLu’s, Gulf Shores

Barbecue chicken 
with white sauce

Big Bob Gibson Bar-B-Q, Decatur

Peanut butter and jelly 
in phyllo

Cotton Row, Huntsville
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The old train depot was once everything to 

the town. Decades ago, people in McGehee, 

Arkansas, used to love coming downtown just 

to see who might be getting on and off the trains 

headed to Monroe or Little Rock, folks out see-

ing the world. “That was a special social event,” 

recalls Mayor Jack May, who, at age seventy-

four, is old enough to remember. “It was the 

social center of the city.”

Last spring, the station was again at the 

center of things. The old depot—long shut-

tered, abandoned by the railroad—reopened 

as something totally different: a small museum 

commemorating the two Japanese internment 

camps built just outside McGehee in the post-

Pearl Harbor hysteria of the early 1940s. For 

decades, townsfolk refused to even mention the 

camps, called Rohwer and Jerome. The secret 

was so well kept in town that many born after 

World War II had no idea the sprawling camps, 

imprisoning nearly 17,000 innocent Japanese 

Americans, had even existed. 

But now, with the dedication of the new 

museum in the old depot, there was a reckon-

ing—and a party. Mayor May gave a speech from 

a stage, as did other officials. The McGehee 

High School marching band—go Owls, Owl 

Pride!—was on hand to play patriotic tunes. 

The local Boy Scouts formed a color guard. And 

there was a fine lunch spread inside the depot’s 

north building: chicken salad on croissants, with 

fruit and dessert for invited guests.

A fierce wind was blowing that day across the 

Mississippi Delta, but otherwise the weather 

was perfect: blue skies and sunny. About five 

hundred people attended—and, if you ask folks 

about it, they’ll say it felt like the whole town 

was there. Everyone, that is, except for the 

most outspoken advocate of all, the woman 

who’d been pushing for decades to recognize 

the Japanese Americans who once called Ar-

kansas home.

Rosalie Santine Gould stayed away that day. 

She wasn’t there to collect the plaque presented 

in her honor or to hear the speeches praising 

her efforts. She was happy that a museum was 

finally opening. “I’m all for it,” she said. “I 

think it’s great.” But the eighty-seven-year-old 

farmer—and former mayor—wanted nothing 

to do with it. Gould won’t set foot inside the 

museum; she’s unable to shake the memory 

of how the town, her friends and neighbors, 

turned on her twenty-five years ago for hav-

ing the gall to suggest that they embrace the 

Japanese Americans who once lived behind the 

barbed wire in their backyard.

“I’m sorry,” she told me, defiant, when I 

visited McGehee late last year. “I just cannot do 

it. I mean, I just will not do it. That’s all there 

is to it. Sorry.”

G ould loves puzzles, the bigger and harder 

the better. At any given time, a puzzle can 

be found, laid out just so, on a table in her 

modest, single-story home in McGehee, popu-

lation 4,219. “Did you see my jigsaw puzzle?” 

she asked after welcoming me into her home. 

“I love to do them.”

They keep her mind sharp, engaged. And for 

decades, in town, there was no puzzle greater 

than this one: Despite the mammoth size of the 

federally built internment camps near McGe-

hee, and the thousands of Japanese Americans 

housed there against their will between 1942 

and 1945, few residents acknowledged their 

existence—or, at times, even knew about them. 

Mark McElroy, now a state representative, 

went to school in Rohwer in the same build-

ings that housed the internees. He ran track 

through the fields where the internees lived 

and, later, farmed soybeans on that land. Never 

once did he learn what had come before him. 

“The first piece of land I ever farmed was in 

that camp,” he recalled. “That shows you how 

educated I was.”

But McElroy was hardly alone. Gould 

raised three children in Rohwer, just across 

the railroad tracks from where the old intern-

ment camp had stood. Her daughter Vivienne 

Schiffer recalls playing in those fields in the 

1960s, chasing fireflies at dusk, and wishing 

she could have played there more often. But 

neither she nor her mother were aware of the 

history around them. Rohwer was a soggy slice 

of Delta hemmed in by the Mississippi River 

and flat stretches of American nothing. What 

could ever have happened there? “It was the 

end of the earth,” Schiffer told me. “There was 

one way in and one way out. And most people 

never made that journey.”

Gould’s husband died young. A bad heart. 

She took over their farming business, raised 

their kids, never remarried, and in 1967 moved 

to town, to McGehee, twelve miles south. “I 

can’t stand to sit in the house,” she said, “and 

just do nothing.” So she got involved. Joined 

the women’s chamber of commerce, became 

president, started eyeing a run for mayor, and, in 

1982, was asked to host a dinner for some Japa-

nese Americans returning to Rohwer near the 

fortieth anniversary of the opening of the camp.

Gould, always polite, was happy to plan the 

event. She had just one question. 

“What camp?”

T he first Japanese Americans began leav-

ing for internment camps in the spring 

of 1942, effectively banished from their 

homes by the United States government. Nor-

man Sagara, six years old at the time, can still 

recall how it played out for him: the FBI visit-

ing his farmhouse in southern California; his 

older siblings translating for his parents, simple 

chicken ranchers; his family packing up their 

belongings and, then, late that summer, board-

ing a train. “We didn’t know where we were 

going,” recalls Sagara, now seventy-eight. “They 

wouldn’t tell us. And three days later we ended 

up in McGehee, Arkansas.” 

The land there was hardly hospitable. Win-

ters were cold; summers were hot. Insects were 

a problem, as were snakes—and locals. Many 

resented the amenities the Japanese enjoyed 

behind their guard towers: sewer systems, elec-

tricity, hospitals, and good schools—things few 

Delta residents had at the time. But Sagara and 

others were trapped at Rohwer amidst neat rows 

of squat barracks. “That’s all we saw,” he said. 

“I never saw anything else.”

Sagara has never been back—not once. But 

at that dinner, in 1982, Gould heard stories 

just like his, one after another. She agonized all 

night that she’d never heard such stories before. 

“I apologized,” she said. “I kept apologizing.” 

And then she invited her guests—or anyone else 

they knew—to call her, if they ever wanted to 

come back and visit. 

The first phone call came a few weeks later. 

Families, then tour buses, then more buses. 

Japanese Americans began signing a guest book 

at her home; then they began showering her 

with gifts and bequeathing her items related 

to their time at Rohwer: artwork, journals, 

photos, keepsakes. 

Gould took them, but only because she had 

a plan. She was no longer just a widow; she was 

the mayor of McGehee, and she wanted to build 

a museum to commemorate the Japanese-Amer-

ican experience in Arkansas. “Even the school-

children in our part of Arkansas don’t know 

Remembering  
the Relocation

BY KEITH O’BRIEN



- 17 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r g“Untitled (Tattered Flag),” (2012) by Joe Leavenworth

anything about it,” she complained to reporters 

two decades ago. “I think it’s a crying shame.”

McElroy, among others, supported her. A 

young politician then, serving as Desha County 

judge, he held a meeting so Gould could pres-

ent her idea. But it didn’t go well; officials and 

World War II veterans resisted the notion of a 

museum and attacked Gould personally. “They 

handed my head to me on a platter that day,” 

McElroy recalled. “And man, we had ugly let-

ters to the editor. Rosalie actually got death 

threats out of that. I’ve had death threats a 

couple of times as judge. And, I assure you, 

they’re not fun.”

Gould laughed off the angry calls. “They 

really weren’t serious,” she said. At least once, 

she even recognized the voice on the phone. “He 

was one of my aldermen. Of course, it’s a small 

town. You know everybody.”

Yet when the same town finally decided in 

2009 to create a museum—and then landed 

nearly $500,000 in federal money to renovate 

the old train depot and make it happen—Gould 

had moved on. She was donating everything 

she had, including $800,000 worth of materi-

als bequeathed to her by Rohwer art teacher 

Jamie Vogel, to the Butler Center for Arkansas 

Studies in Little Rock. 

It was probably the best place for her collection 

for many reasons. In Little Rock, it would have a 

larger audience and the care of archival experts. 

And McGehee museum organizers appreciated 

that. “We don’t have the funding, nor the man-

power, to take care of the valuable treasures that 

she was given,” said Cindy Smith, a McGehee 

resident and chairwoman of the Arkansas State 

Parks, Recreation, and Travel Commission. “So 

for those treasures to be at the Butler Center is a 

great gift for the whole state of Arkansas.”

But for Gould, it was also personal. She 

couldn’t let go of the past and how the town 

had treated her—even if most of her critics had 
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died years ago. As she sees it, it’s simple: If 

the town didn’t want her collection two 

decades ago, it wasn’t going to get it now. 

“There will never be anything of mine in 

the McGehee museum.”

T he camps themselves were torn down 

long ago and sold off, piece by piece. 

Everything had to go: the mess hall 

tables and the butcher blocks, the dough-

nut cutters and the cleavers, the stoves, 

refrigerators, and desks, as well as 15,000 

feet of garden hose and 10,000 comforters. 

“What You Can Buy” read the ads in the 

local paper, back in the mid-1940s. And 

buy people did, until the sites at Rohwer 

and Jerome were swept clean of almost any 

sign of what had happened there. Only one 

thing remains at Rohwer, and, on a cold 

day in late November, Gould drove me 

out there to see it.

“This is Rohwer,” she said as we passed 

the sign welcoming people to the tiny ru-

ral community with almost no population. 

“This is the big city. That’s my mother-in-

law’s house. And that one was mine.” She 

paused and said it again: “This is Rohwer.”

Gould eased her car off the two-lane high-

way, over the railroad tracks, and down a 

short gravel road to a cemetery in the middle 

of a fallow cornfield. There are a few large 

memorials here and, behind them, the graves 

of twenty-four Japanese internees who came 

by train to Rohwer and never left or who 

were born here and never made it home. 

Three tombstones mark the graves of ba-

bies, given a last name, but only the first 

name “Infant.” “I just wonder what that 

baby would have grown up to be,” Gould 

says, lingering over one of them.

Long ago, there was an eerie quality to 

the cemetery, Gould believed, something 

unsettled about it. She could feel it, even 

hear it at times, she thought. But since she 

and others started coming out here, mark-

ing anniversaries, dedicating new memori-

als, and paying their respects to the dead, 

Gould doesn’t hear it anymore. For a long 

time, we just stood there in silence amid 

the tombstones sinking into the soil. There 

was no birdsong, no car traffic, no sound 

whatsoever except for a hard Delta wind 

blowing from the south. It blew across the 

flatlands, and through the bare branches of 

the cherry blossom trees, scattering leaves 

and clanging against a metal pole flying a 

tattered American flag. ø
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S ome thirty or forty linear feet of my po-

etry library played a minor role in the 

movie The Portrait, starring Lauren Bacall 

and Gregory Peck. A minor role in a minor 

movie. It was directed by Arthur Penn, but 

it is no Bonnie and Clyde by any tally. That 

saddens me, as I was a Penn fan and I had 

a pleasant talk with him on the movie set, 

mainly about our mutual friend, the poet 

Richard Wilbur.

I say linear feet because that is apparently 

the metric by which prop managers deal with 

books. Once they hear that you have books and 

determine that those books have the right look 

for the movie, they negotiate to rent enough of 

them to fill the designated shelf space. A few 

linear feet of my poetry books made the final cut 

in one scene, and a linear inch appears in Peck’s 

hand as he descends the stairs in another scene. 

He tells Bacall that he has found a misplaced 

car insurance policy tucked away in a book of 

Richard Wilbur’s poems.

Aware myself that things get misplaced 

in the world, I had inventoried my books 

before sending them out to bear witness for 

literature—and bring home revenue for ad-

ditional books to extend their sovereignty 

on my shelves.

A book of Whittier’s poems, nicely bound, 

the pages gilt-edged, did not make it back home. 

I cannot say that I felt this loss keenly—in 

the way, say, I would feel the loss of a book 

inscribed to me by a fellow writer—because 

Whittier is not one of my favorite poets. Some 

of his poems have historical value for me, and 

I’ve always liked the sound and incremental 

syllable-spread of his name. John Greenleaf 

Whittier. What the early rhetoricians called 

a rhopalic. Friends, Romans, countrymen. But 

Whittier’s sentimentality has kept him gener-

ally unvisited on my bookshelf.

Nonetheless I did feel the loss of the book, 

owing to the fond memory I have of my initial 

engagement with the physical book itself—

and to the situational irony of that experience. 

I bought it in a used book store in Nags Head 

on the Outer Banks of North Carolina during 

a summer vacation. When I took the book 

from the shelf and tested its heft, it fell open 

to “Snow-Bound.” Standing there beneath 

a ceiling fan that barely stirred the humid 

coastal air in the room, I skimmed Whittier’s 

once-famous winter idyl. The poem renders 

in nostalgic measures a family’s experiences 

during a winter storm that raged for three 

days in rural Massachusetts when the poet 

was a boy.

You will recall, or your grandparents will 

recall, that the snow-bound poet and his fam-

ily are drawn into even closer intimacy as 

they face the chill embargo of the snow. They 

go about their nightly chores—bringing in 

firewood, littering the stalls with hay, feeding 

the livestock—and then they gather around 

the hearth-fire to share stories. There is no 

question but that these storytellers have a 

snug relationship with the Angel of the back-
ward look. Nostalgia reigneth.

Closing the book and holding its spine in 

my palm, I could see along the length of its 

fore edge a thin line of discoloration and wear 

that marked the location of “Snow-Bound.” 

Pilgrims, tourists, whoever under whatever 

banner, they had collectively worn a path to 

the same place at the altar rail. 

This set me to thinking of books that I have 

returned to over the years and how any one of 

them could also be expected to fall open, as did 

the Whittier, to a favored passage or poem or 

story. Likely many of your own books would 

fall open in consonance:

Lend me a looking-glass; / If that her breath 
will mist or stain the stone, / Why, then 
she lives. But Cordelia is of course “dead 

as earth.”

There’s a certain Slant of light, / Winter 
Afternoons— / That oppresses, like the Heft 
/ Of Cathedral Tunes— / Heavenly Hurt, 
it gives us— / We can find no scar, / But 
internal difference, / Where the Meanings, 
are— / None may teach it—…

…I was a flower of the mountain yes when I 
put the rose in my hair like the Andalusian 
girls used or shall I wear a red yes and how 
he kissed me under the Moorish wall and 
I thought well as well him as another and 
then I asked him with my eyes to ask again 
yes and then he asked me would I yes to say 
yes my mountain flower and first I put my 
arms around him yes and drew him down 

to me so he could feel my breasts all perfume 
yes and his heart was going like mad and 
yes I said yes I will Yes.

There were many words that you could not 
stand to hear and finally only the names of 
places had dignity. Certain numbers were 
the same way and certain dates and these 
with the names of the places were all you 
could say and have them mean anything. 
Abstract words such as glory, honor, cour-
age, or hallow were obscene beside the 
concrete names of villages, the numbers of 
roads, the names of rivers, the numbers of 
regiments and the dates.

Proust’s tea and madeleines; Odysseus’s 

homecoming, he in disguise and his dog 

Argos’ tail thumping in recognition before 

breathing his last; Achilles’ shield; Auden’s 

take on the implications of that shield, That 
girls are raped, that two boys knife a third, 
/ Were axioms to him, who’d never heard / 
Of any world where promises were kept, / Or 
one could weep because another wept. Eudora 

Welty’s “Petrified Man,” her character who 

asks Funny-haha or funny-peculiar? How 

Milton’s serpent approaches Eve with tract 
oblique. The cunning of indirection. On and 

on, books falling open, the canon ever chang-

ing, each register inevitably of the reader’s 

time and place.

Mine was not a bookish family, though I 

could count on a new Hardy Boys mystery 

every year under the Christmas tree. And I 

cherished the slipcase edition of The Adven-
tures of Tom Sawyer that my Uncle Jack sent 

me from Marshall Field’s in Chicago. In search 

of more such adventures, I became a regular at 

our town library, which was housed in a sweet 

little church that the local Episcopalians had 

outgrown and given to the town. And so my 

engagement with books came to be informed 

by the light that transfused softly through the 

body of the Virgin Mary, the Dove of Peace 

descending upon her in Annunciation, Christ 

in Gethsemane, O my Father, if it be possible, 
let this cup pass from me. Christ laboring to 

Golgotha, And he bearing his cross went forth 
into a place called the place of a skull. The Res-

urrection, O death, where is thy sting? O grave, 
where is thy victory? All in the stained glass of 

the windows surrounding me.

As I was innocent of the concepts of faith 

and salvation beyond mere rote, those stained 

glass representations had only a nominal claim 

on my mind. But the lucency, the transformed 

Where Books  
Fall Open
BY JAMES SEAY
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Deep Blue Sea 
BY KATE SWEENEY

quality of the light itself coming through the 

windows, made for a sense of magic and the 

ineffable. Sitting at my library table, surely I 

must have sensed that the light falling on the 

book before me was enhanced by its union 

with mystery and miracle, though I could not 

have given voice to any such notion.

In my hunger for adventure I typically grav-

itated to the table beneath Shadrach, Meshach, 

and Abednego. With Nebuchadnezzar’s fiery 

furnace behind them, they were in league with 

the Hardy Boys and dangers evaded, whether 

providential or by Boy Scout preparedness. 

The library tables themselves, and the chairs 

complementing them, came out of the furnace 

of World War II. They had been made by sol-

diers of Rommel’s Afrika Korps interred in a 

POW camp, Camp Como, in my home county 

in Mississippi. Some of the prisoners were put 

to work in the cotton fields. Others made the 

clunky tables and chairs which I now realize 

were simulacra formed in wistful dreams of 

taverns in Bavaria.

In addition to the name of the deft and 

relentless Rommel in my mind was the name 

of Isabel Swann. Isabel lived in my home-

town and had worked in the canteen of the 

POW camp. She began an affair with one of 

the German soldiers, a former Panzer tank 

driver. You would think that she would 

have taken up with one of the Desert Fox’s 

officers, given that they had less supervi-

sion and thus more opportunity for an as-

signation, but instead she found romance 

with a tank driver who was assigned to a 

Singer sewing machine in the camp. He 

repaired uniforms, let out pants, and such. 

He was reassigned to a camp in Idaho, dig-

ging potatoes, beets, and onions. Isabel was 

heartbroken and became known in town 

as one who “had been up there at Como 

fucking Nazis.”

And so I sat in my chair under the silent 

furnace of Nebuchadnezzar, a book open 

before me on one of the tables crafted by 

Rommel’s imprisoned Panzers, reading my 

way into the future. That chair and table, the 

hagiography of the windows made simple 

in annunciations of flushed light, the dove 

descending, Mary in blue, Isabel and her 

abandon, a treadle sewing machine, all are 

a permanent inscription in my formation as 

a reader. One could speak of palimpsests on 

which our journeys as readers continue to be 

recorded, layer upon layer. When gathered 

together in bound signatures and tested for 

heft, where will they fall open? ø

R ight now, dead Americans across the conti-

nent are being transformed into diamonds 

and ink drawings. Floramorial, a company 

in Illinois, will make you into plant fertilizer so 

that Aunt Maggie can feed her favorite rosebush 

for years to come. Another firm, called Celestis, 

will shoot your ashes into orbit for less than it 

costs to fly to London. “Today we are opening 

the space frontier for all of us,” announces the 

website of their partner company, Space Ser-

vices, Inc. In more than a decade of business, 

they have flown the cremains of hundreds of 

people, including James Doohan (that’s Scotty of 

Star Trek  fame) and one of the original Mercury 

Seven astronauts, L. Gordon Cooper. After-

death experiences marketed toward lifelong 

passions are way up in the sky and down in the 

dirt—and they’re multiplying.

Although most new memorialization options 

involve ashes, some do not. Perpetual Pet, a 

freeze-drying service, “allows pet owners to 

see, touch and hold their pets . . . and in a sense, 

‘never have to let go.’” The company’s site is 

filled with photographs from satisfied custom-

ers of Persians and pugs—even one lop-eared 

rabbit—all seated in lifelike poses. There are 

testimonials, too, like this one for a golden 

Pomeranian: “If it were not for you, I would 

never have seen her again. Now I am with her 

every day. Thank you so much!!” I just can’t stop 

thinking of the extra dimension such a presence 

would add to one’s life, the explanations to visi-

tors, the dusting.

R yan Jackson knew just what he wanted 

when his time came: old-fashioned burial 

at sea. They would slide his casket off the 

side of a ship and drop it into the deep. Ryan, 

a Floridian, loved the water. He was a Vietnam 

vet—a Marine—and before that, he had been one 

of the first and youngest barefoot water-skiers at 

Busch Gardens. When he died of a heart attack, 

his widow, Chris, investigated conventional sea 

burial and discovered that the Environmental 

Protection Agency has some very strict rules 

governing such things. It was all a bit more 

complex than she had anticipated, so when she 

found the site for Eternal Reefs after a little more 

Internet research, their offerings struck her as 

the next-best option. 

Eternal Reefs is a company that mixes the 

cremated ashes of your loved one with a cement 

compound to create part of an artificial coral reef. 

The company encourages the bereaved to partici-

pate in the creation of the artificial “reef balls,” 

and to oversee their deliverance into the ocean 

at one of several designated offshore reef beds. 

I ’m not sure what to expect at one of Eternal 

Reefs’ two-day reef ball deployment events, 

so I dress in a gray, nondescript top, black 

pants, and pearl earrings, and drive to a fishy-

smelling dock at Shem Creek off the Charleston 

Harbor, in Mount Pleasant, South Carolina. 

Six families have congregated here beside the 

Thunderstar, our vessel today; they wear vivid 

sundresses, shorts and t-shirts, and chat away 

brightly over bottled water and sodas. Eternal 

Reefs’ staff, including founder and CEO Don 

Brawley, wear khaki shorts and ironed sea-blue 

polos bearing the company’s logo. Despite the 

preponderance of dark sunglasses on this sunny, 

muggy morning, the spirit here is not at all fu-

nereal. Instead, far-flung family members greet 

one another with the warmth of long-awaited 

reunions. Small children abound and mothers 

rummage through their purses for baggies of 

Cheerios, juice boxes, and toys.

There is a tamped-down sense of thrill in the 

air, the sort brought on by novelty. The hulking 

objects of this fascination sit in a neat line at 

the edge of the dock, waiting to be harnessed 

and lifted aboard a second boat. Each artificial 

coral reef ball contains the cremated remains of 

a single person—or, in one case today, of a cat 

named Mistofeles. Picture large, bell-shaped 

footrests made from gray cement, two to four feet 

tall and just as wide. Their surfaces are peppered 

with holes, like Swiss cheese, and remind me of 

nothing so much as the trick-or-treater in the 

Charlie Brown Halloween special who dressed 

as a ghost but cut too many eyeholes in his sheet.  

Eternal Reefs has chartered two fishing boats. 

One is loaded with the seven artificial reef balls, 

and the other, the 110-foot Thunderstar, will 

carry the families and Brawley. About ten miles 

out, the boats will rendezvous, and there, the 

reef balls will join about seventy others on the 

ocean floor.

That is what is supposed to happen, if every-

thing goes according to plan. Of course, some-

times storms arise and the excursion must be 

canceled altogether. On other days, the weather 
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appears fine but the current is too rough for 

the reefs to lower properly. The families have 

been warned about these possibilities, and, 

in fact, most of them held traditional funeral 

services months ago. Removed from the first 

hard shock of grief, they’re in easy conversa-

tion now, swapping fishing and diving stories. 

(Yesterday, the company held a military honors 

ceremony in a nearby lot owned by a shrimp 

company to pay respects to the veterans among 

the deceased. Just after “Taps” was played for 

the last time, Brawley reminded all present that 

they could purchase some of the best shrimp 

in South Carolina right there. It struck me as 

a strange moment, tonally, but no one else 

seemed to notice.) 

I’m standing next to Bob Allen, one of those 

hale seniors you know could take you in an 

arm-wrestling match. He recently lost his wife, 

Diane. “I’m seventy-two,” he tells me. “I met 

her when I was eleven, so that’s sixty-one years 

ago. We actually grew up together and went to 

school together. And we were married about 

fifty-two years. Little over fifty-two. It was 

an amazing, amazing period.” As he says this, 

he sounds astonished, like he’s realizing it all 

for the first time, and his voice grows hoarse 

with emotion. He talks about their three chil-

dren and the places they lived in California, 

his wife’s paintings and the eccentric people 

who came into their life together because of 

her love of the arts. 

He pauses for a moment, then says, “I mean, 

it was nothing really complex.” A couple of 

minutes later, he adds, “It was nothing really 

interesting.” Then, after a longer pause, “It 

was just an extraordinary life.” His work as 

an engineer allowed the couple to travel, and 

he tells about visiting Denmark in the dead of 

winter. Tears run freely down his face, but he 

continues to talk, gesturing as he does. They 

frequented the ocean and the mountains. They 

hiked and scuba dived. “And we lived by the 

ocean the last third of our life.” He wipes his 

cheeks. “Through it all, it’s been a remarkable 

life.” Finally, he stops talking, shakes his head, 

and smiles. It’s time to board.

T he Thunderstar leaves the dock and we’re 

zipping down Shem Creek toward the 

Atlantic, followed by the boat bear-

ing the reefs. More than one hundred feet in 

length, our ship looks majestic from the out-

side, but being a passenger makes me think of 

something a friend once said about New York 

City: so vast, so little personal space. There’s 

a covered aft deck and a long cabin lined with 

booths and tables, atop of which sits another, 

larger roof deck. There’s also a narrow walkway 

that traverses the perimeter—but as on most 

sea vessels, each of these spaces, save the roof 

deck, feels snug.

I head straight to the roof for the stunning 

view. The blue that surrounds us widens into 

an unbroken expanse in the morning light. It 

feels like we’re flying. Lesley Cullen and her 

mother, Penny, are up here too, watching our 

wake. Lesley’s husband, Bill, died last Septem-

ber from a brain tumor. He was, as summarized 

by Lesley, a building inspector, a skier, a scuba 

diver, and a master woodworker. He was also 

a Vietnam vet and a firefighter. But what Bill 

Cullen was most proud of was his job with 

the water rescue squad on New Jersey’s Passaic 

River. “He did everything,” says Lesley, rapid-

ly chewing her gum. When he died, they had 

“the big deal fireman’s funeral, with bagpipes 

and everything.”

“And that was what Bill wanted,” she says, 

speaking quickly. “But this is what he really, 

really wanted, I think.” Lesley has also scattered 

or buried Bill’s ashes on his favorite Vermont ski 

run, underneath the apple tree in their backyard, 

in the Passaic River, and below the window of 

his building-inspection office (“because he liked 

to be everywhere”). She wanted to scatter in 

Jamaica, too, “but I was afraid the airport sniffer 

dogs might stop me.” 

T he families have retreated to the boat’s 

various corners as we zip across the open 

water. Now the Thunderstar makes little 

leaps across the waves, and it’s a bit of a job to 

maintain one’s balance. Inside the cabin, I steady 

myself by holding on to the back of one of the 

booths, and fix my eyes on the horizon out the 

window. It smells like port-a-potty disinfectant 

and plastic and salt and fish in here. All these 

strong sensations—the motor’s dull roar, the 

smell, the jostling—take up a lot of immediate 

attention and sometimes it’s hard to remember 

why we’re all here. Ten minutes ago we were 

gazing out at the ocean, but then small coolers 

appeared and people got their food and retreated 

back to their family groups. 

Fifteen minutes later we’re slowing, and 

then we’re idling. We’ve reached a spot that 

resembles every other spot around us, except 

that here, forty-five feet below, there is a colony 

of man-made reefs. About a quarter of a mile 

behind us is the boat that’s carrying the new 

memorial reef balls.

Bob Allen wends his way toward me, laugh-

ing as he grasps at the railing to steady himself. I 

ask how he’s doing. “I’m doing great! I’m doing 

great,” he says, and I believe him. The open sea 

air seems to have crystallized a hardy vigor in 

him. The reef deployment will begin shortly, 

says Don Brawley over the loudspeaker, and 

people crowd onto the rear deck with cameras 

and children hanging from their necks. 

The Thunderstar bobs in circles. People fall 

into private conversations, and a few disappear 

into the air-conditioned cabin while the other 

boat’s crew appears to bustle around with some 

rigging. Every few minutes, Captain Leary starts 

up the grumbling motor and maneuvers our 

drifting vessel back into place. It’s beginning 

to smell like diesel fuel here on the aft deck.

Eventually Brawley gets back on the loud-

speaker. “I believe our guys are now ready. Our 

first memorial reef will be Diane L. Allen.” 

When Brawley repeats her name a second time, 

it sounds a little like he’s paging her. I’m con-

centrating hard on keeping a chicken biscuit, 

coffee, and juice in their proper places in my 

digestive tract as we bob and sway.

We watch as the crew on the other boat lowers 

Diane’s reef ball into the water. It submerges, 

but then it bobs back up. Everyone tenses as the 

ball goes down a second time, only to reemerge. 

Then it happens again. Something has gone 

very wrong. 

All at once, terms like “reef viewing” and 

“reef dedication” swirl around my brain, di-

vorced from their meanings. My mind tells 

my body that this is a solemn occasion, but my 

body doesn’t care. It rebels. Quickly, I make 

my way back to the cabin and gesture toward 

the paper bags stacked there; a man standing 

in the doorway hands me one with wordless 

haste. The sack is comically narrow, and the 

boat is jostling so much that it seems like try-

ing to use the bag would defeat the purpose, 

so instead I just head to the other end of the 

boat from the families and lean out over the 

side, where, as inconspicuously as possible, 

I lose my breakfast over a colony of beautiful 

undersea memorial reefs.

When I return, they’re still trying to drop 

Diane Allen’s reef ball. Inside the cabin a num-

ber of seasick passengers sit hunched over or 

sprawled out in the booths, pallid and silent. 

Diane’s ball clunks against the side of the boat, 

and everyone gasps. Not Bob, though. He is 

strangely calm, his face a complex map of height-

ened emotion. Finally, the reef sinks again and 

the clawlike hooks that held it emerge empty. 

On the loudspeaker, Brawley announces a suc-

cessful deployment and people applaud. Bob’s 

family members hug one another and he wipes 
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his eyes. Then he catches my eye and winks. 

It’s bittersweet. 

Later, Brawley tells me that the mechanism 

requires that the line go slack in order to release 

the reef ball. “In the area where those reefs are, 

we tend to have some pretty good currents, so 

that was part of the problem. And then the 

release mechanism itself got twisted.”

The next couple of reef balls go down with-

out a problem, but then the repeated raising 

and lowering occurs for the following two. Bill 

Cullen, that jack of so many trades, is one of 

the last to go, and it takes the crew a long time 

to send his reef down. I am sitting on a water 

cooler by the cabin door, holding a cold water 

bottle across my eyelids when I hear Lesley 

shout in her quick, birdlike voice, “Budweiser!” 

Seconds later, there is a small cheer as the ropes 

emerge from the water empty, Bill’s reef placed. 

Lesley is ecstatic, bouncing by and pulling out 

her cell phone. “You won’t believe it,” she tells 

the person on the other end. “They just lowered 

his reef, and it was being a pain in the ass. Took, 

like, twenty minutes! Because it was Bill, being 

difficult. And then I said, ‘Budweiser,’ and off it 

went. Of course!” The final reef, Mistofeles the 

Cat, sinks beneath the waves without incident.

The day’s heat and the boat’s pitching, not to 

mention the see-sawing suspense and relief of 

the last hour and a half, have all been trying. 

But something inside my foggy brain insists that 

grief is supposed to be difficult, no matter what 

form its rituals take. As we drift, Brawley reads 

an excerpt from a speech by John F. Kennedy in 

which he talks about our ocean origins.

 

All of us have in our veins the exact same 

percentage of salt in our blood that exists 

in the ocean, and, therefore, we have salt 

in our blood, in our sweat, in our tears. 

We are tied to the ocean. And when we 

go back to the sea—whether it is to sail 

or to watch it—we are going back from 

whence we came.

It’s a stirring moment, and then it’s finished. 

There’s a click and a hiss over the loudspeaker, 

and then Brawley’s voice saying that this con-

cludes today’s memorial reef dedication. Less 

than a minute later, Captain Leary starts up the 

boat, and we gather speed. We travel fast, faster 

than on the way out, skimming atop the water 

headlong into the clean air. A few sickly passen-

gers emerge from the cabin, and the fresh wind 

evaporates the sweat from their faces. They join 

others who stand aft, put their arms around one 

another, and watch the wake we churn up and 

abandon, which traces a path to their past that is 

soon obliterated by the rolling, tossing waves. ø

From American Afterlife: Encounters in the Customs 

of Mourning © 2014 by Kate Sweeney. Reprinted by 

permission of the University of Georgia Press.
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W hen I was six years old, I shot a man. 

People think I am joking when I say 

this, as I do occasionally, if prodded, in 

a group that wants to talk guns or hunting or the 

excesses of the rural South. It has been nearly 

twenty years since I discharged a firearm or spent 

any time in a deer stand or duck blind, yet I am 

considered an authority on such matters, since 

I live among people who are not.

Clearly my father was eager for me to be a 

hunter. Santa brought me a BB gun and a pair 

of insulated camouflage coveralls when I was 

four, in spite of the fact that my mother reviled 

guns and hunting. “Did you kill them all?” she 

used to ask when Dad would come in from duck 

hunting. “Did you rid the world of all those 

awful ducks?” 

After breakfast that Christmas morning, I 

followed my father out to the garage, where he 

shaved several inches off the air rifle’s stock with 

his rickety mint-green jigsaw. An attorney, he 

is not mechanically inclined, and even at that 

age I sensed something hasty and inexact in the 

work. By the time we ate turkey that afternoon, 

I was adept at shooting the hearts out of Miller 

Lite empties. In those days the cans had dark 

ovals on their sides and made excellent targets. 

In Mississippi, though, there is always a 

further extreme of roughness. My friend Kris 

Hough across the street, who was my age, re-

ceived his own gun from Santa that year as well, 

but a real one, a .410 shotgun. My father did 

most of his deer hunting down near Vicksburg, 

where he and my mother had lived for several 

years, and he belonged to the club across the 

river in Arkansas where Kris and his father 

hunted. The four of us went over to Arkansas 

one early morning that Christmas holiday. It 

was my first time hunting. 

Kris made it clear before I ever got to the woods 

that his gun was real and mine wasn’t, so initially 

the morning felt false in the way childhood often 

does. I was aware, as my father climbed down 

from the tree stand and arranged Miller Lite 

cans on the forest floor, then took photos of me 

shooting them, that this was not hunting. 

Quickly the morning became real. Dad was 

back in the stand, and we heard a sound like 

thunder, only close by and more menacing. 

Seconds later a deer loped past and fell in a heap. 

Kris and his father appeared, following the same 

path as the deer, and I could hear Mr. Hough’s 

excitable baritone. They stood together over 

the motionless animal, and Kris raised his gun 

to his shoulder. He shot the deer point-blank 

in the ribs. 

“Why did Kris shoot that deer after it was 

already dead?” I asked.

“Mr. Hough shot it,” Dad said, trying to be 

generous, I think, “but it was still alive. Kris 

had to put it out of its misery.” 

We climbed down from the stand and joined 

them alongside the dead deer, a big-bodied year-

ling buck. As we approached I became fixated 

on a gaping hole in its white hind parts, inside 

of which cherry-pie filling seemed to heave. A 

miraculous sight, and yet no one else appeared 

to notice. The men were busy celebrating Kris, 

and Kris was busy basking. 

I t is hard to imagine that Kris’s .410 didn’t 

make my father feel at least slightly up-

staged. It is also possible that my mother 

was behind his relative moderation, that she 

would relent only to the extent of a BB gun that 

first year and that Dad had wanted to get me a 

shotgun all along. At any rate I did not have 

to wait long: the following Christmas, Santa 

brought me a youth model 20-gauge. Now, at 

age five, I was upstaging Kris. A 20-gauge had 

actual stopping power. I didn’t need a deer to 

be taking its last breaths before I “killed” it. 

We did not hunt at the Arkansas club any-

more. I was now big enough to go to the real 

deer camp, Big Rack, the one near Vicksburg. 

The Arkansas club was real enough, of course, 

but in the sense of embodying what deer camps 

were in those days—places supporting a kind of 

season-long festival of backwoods manly deca-

dence—Big Rack must rank with the great ones. 

Certain rules, such as the one requiring that 

you pay a quarter if you were not wearing a hat at 

the mess hall table, worked like gleeful middle 

fingers raised to the world the men normally 

lived in. Now they strike me as ideals of harmless 

subversion. Others frightened me, namely the 

rule mandating that your shirttail be cut off with 

a hunting knife if you shot and missed a deer. I 

had been taught to value and protect all that was 

given to me, and my father’s hunting gear seemed 

the most prized of his possessions. It made no 

sense that a simple mistake should be met with 

such gratuitous destruction of property. 

The harvested shirttails of years gone by cov-

ered the walls of a mess-hall anteroom, and on 

each piece of fabric, tacked flat to the plaster, 

some unkind scribe had detailed the circum-

stances of its wearer’s shame. My father showed 

the shirttails to me, and I inspected them closely. 

To my relief, I found that he was not responsible 

for any of the truly bewildering displays of 

poor marksmanship in camp history. He had 

not missed a deer eleven times, fourteen times, 

sixteen times, as others had done. (I find myself 

wondering what suicidal episodes might have 

resulted from such displays of ineptness, but 

then I imagine that this stuff would have been 

offloaded on wives and children.) Dad had lost 

his share of shirttails, though, all of them for 

between one and five misses. At least he had the 

good sense not to reload after emptying a whole 

clip into the undergrowth. On one of his old 

shirttails there was the alarming proclamation 

that he had been too drunk to see the deer he 

was attempting to kill.

I knew my father drank beer and smoked 

cigars and did not go to church often enough, 

but at deer camp, where men woke up drinking 

whiskey and went to sleep drinking whiskey, 

it emerged that he was an exemplary figure. I 

didn’t know what to do with such knowledge, 

so I just set it to the side. I now understand why 

I was sent to play with two older boys, Steve and 

Freddy, in a separate cabin while a group of men 

congregated in ours. At the time I assumed the 

men had important business to sort out. 

I t must have been January, that same hunt-

ing season, after my birthday. I was six now. 

At breakfast in the Big Rack mess hall, the 

men drew straws. Those whose sons were with 

them did not have to draw. When the losers 

were announced there was a riot of hooting, 

laughing, and sarcastic backslapping. Mr. Blue, 

a man with dark hair and a gentle face, drew one 

of the short straws. 

“What do they have to do?” I asked my father. 

At Big Rack and other hunting clubs of that 

era, packs of trained dogs were employed to sniff 

out deer and flush them into view. A morning’s 

hunt involved listening to the tidal approach 

and retreat of the pack’s frenzied yipping—they 

were beagles, mostly—and hoisting your gun 

whenever the sound grew loud. Most deer were 

shot on the run (hence the profusion of shirt-

tails). But on this day, there were no dogs. So 

Mr. Blue and two or three other short-straw 

holders had to play their part. 

We drove into the woods in the dark, as 

usual, in Dad’s tank-like, orange-and-white 

Mr. Blue
BY MARK LANE
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GMC Jimmy, known ignominiously at home 

as the Orange Truck. It was not simply that 

the Orange Truck often got dirty; it was that it 

had not been cleaned since leaving the new car 

lot half a decade ago. To my mother’s ongoing 

astonishment, my father, who also had a Mer-

cedes, frequently drove the outrageous truck in 

town, with no concern for its downscale look or 

the martial whine of its giant tires. He turned 

off the main rutted road onto an overgrown log-

ging trail, and we blitzed through saplings and 

cocklebur bushes. This was my favorite part of 

hunting, being sealed up and invincible inside 

the Orange Truck with him, warm and just 

waking up, as the wild outside yielded to us. 

My father carried both guns as well as the bag 

full of our gear, and I followed his flashlight 

beam until we were at the stand. I went up the 

ladder first, and then he hauled everything up 

on his back. This was a box stand, essentially 

a roofless treehouse with a plank bench and a 

perimeter railing for a gun rest. Seated on the 

bench, I had to stretch to see over the railing. To 

get my gun up and onto it I had to stand. With 

his mini-flashlight in his mouth Dad loaded the 

guns and leaned them against the railing. Then 

he poured my hot chocolate and his coffee from 

two thermoses, and he killed the light. As the 

darkness gave way to a weak grayish yellow we 

began to hear the dog men bellowing. 

“Hi-ya! Hi-ya!” 

“Hoop-nuh! Hoop-nuh! Hoop-nuh!” 

“Get out of there! Get out now! Get on out 

of there!” 

They did not sound like dogs, but their noises 

came and went like the dogs’, now louder and 

now fainter, never disappearing. 

“I have to poop,” I said. 

It came on me all of a sudden. It was non-

negotiable. 

“You can’t hold it?” 

I shook my head, and my father dug through 

the gear. 

“We don’t have any toilet paper,” he said. 

I just looked at him. 

He thought for a moment, and then he re-

moved his hunting knife from his belt scabbard, 

took off his coat, unbuttoned his shirt, and 

pulled his undershirt out from his waistband. 

Holding the shirt taut in front of him, he ripped 

through the seam in two places with the knife 

and then, with his hands, tore away a square 

of it, maybe one-foot-by-one. As with the 

shirttails in the mess hall, there was a deeply 

subversive element in this, only now it was 

operating on my behalf. I felt important. Dad 

subdivided the square into strips, handed them 
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to me, and told me to put them in my pocket 

while I climbed down. 

“Where should I go?” I asked. 

“Go right under the stand,” he said. “Try to 

hurry, and take your gun with you. I’ll tell you 

if I see a deer.” 

I descended with the gun strap over my 

shoulder and the stock banging the ladder. I 

remember the unwelcome sense of exposure 

on my own down there. The stand occupied a 

small island between leaf-carpeted gullies, so 

there was at least a slight sense of separation 

from the dangers beyond. I stared at a looming 

gray thicket and wondered if I would be able 

to shoot an animal if it came charging out to 

attack me. I leaned my gun on the ladder and 

got directly under the stand, as Dad had told 

me to do. I unzipped my coveralls and pulled 

them down. They lay in a wide puddle around 

my boots. 

“Hang them on the ladder steps,” Dad advised 

me. Then, “Shhh. Let’s don’t talk anymore.” 

I had just finished, had just gotten my cov-

eralls zipped up, when I heard, “Mark! Deer! 

Quick! Shoot it!” 

I gripped my gun in both hands, ready to raise 

it to my shoulder. Where was the deer? I looked 

at the thicket again—nothing. The open ground 

below and in front of me—nothing. 

Then I heard crashing limbs behind me, and I 

spun. A doe was upon me, angling away, maybe 

twenty yards out, definitely close enough to 

shoot. I shouldered the gun and fired once, but 

she didn’t break her stride, and then I couldn’t 

see her anymore. 

I climbed back into the stand.

“I didn’t know we could shoot a doe,” I said. 

“You shot at a doe?” 

There was a long silence. My father said it 

was a small buck he meant for me to shoot. The 

buck came from the same direction as the doe 

but passed us on the other side. He and I had 

been looking in opposite directions. 

No sooner had we clarified this than a groan-

ing voice, weak but loud and unmistakably des-

perate, called out, “Errrr-naaaay!” 

My father’s name is Ernie. I looked at him, aware 

that this was not good. He did not look at me.

“Errrr-naaaay!” 

“Who is that?” I asked.

“It’s Mr. Blue,” Dad said quietly, as though 

distracted. 

“Stay right here,” he said. “Don’t move. I’ll 

be back in just a little while.” 

For the first few minutes I heard voices, my 

father’s for sure but also Mr. Blue’s and then 

maybe someone else’s. He was gone for an ex-

cruciatingly long time. Plainly the situation was 

serious, and as I turned the possibilities over in 

my mind I realized what had happened: I had 

shot the Orange Truck. 

I fired in that direction, where the truck was 

parked. Mr. Blue, pretending to be a dog, had 

heard my shot and then come upon the truck. 

Probably I’d blown a hole in the side of it and 

all the gas was gushing out, or I’d shot one of 

the wheels off. My father and I would be stuck 

out here for a long time if they didn’t repair the 

damage right away. This explained the urgency 

in Mr. Blue’s voice. No doubt they were working 

frantically on the truck right now.

When Dad returned, his shaky demeanor 

seemed consistent with this scenario. What 

worse thing could I have done than ruined the 

Orange Truck? 

But he said, “Part of your shot hit Mr. Blue 

in the shoulder.” My shells were buckshot; 

at least I hadn’t hit him squarely. “We have to 

hurry. Dr. Vessell’s taking Mr. Blue into town.” 

“Is he going to be okay?” 

I don’t remember my father answering me, and 

all day after the incident, alone on the rutted 

dirt road that ran between the cabins and 

the mess hall, I didn’t know if Mr. Blue would 

be okay. I don’t know why I remained outside 

rather than going into the cabin. I walked back 

and forth on the road. I saw Steve and Freddy by 

the empty dog pens, and I thought they looked 

at me with mingled fascination and hate. I kicked 

the dirt, feeling hollow and fluttery one mo-

ment, leaden and nauseous the next.

My life was over. I was a criminal. The worst 

thing a person could do, I knew, was to shoot 

another person. This time now, this waiting at 

deer camp, was the part you never saw on TV. 

The police were probably on the way, or talking 

to my father about what had happened and what 

would happen next. The longer he was gone, the 

more certain I became that he would not return. 

He would have no choice but to turn me over to 

the police. I would leave deer camp in handcuffs. 

My parents and sisters would visit me in jail, but 

there was nothing they could do. They could not 

change the rules. You couldn’t shoot someone and 

not go to jail. Having shot someone, I felt, I no 

longer had any claim on their affection. 

It is this state of mind, rather than Dad’s re-

turn, that I remember. Did he drive up in the 

Orange Truck, park in front of our cabin, and 

pack up our things? Did he talk to someone first, 

let people know how Mr. Blue was doing? Did 

he tell me that it wasn’t my fault, that it was 

going to be all right? 

“Is Mr. Blue going to be all right?” I asked 

at some point.

“He lost a lot of blood,” Dad said, “but he’s 

going to be all right.” 

Mr. Blue did not die. He almost bled to 

death, my mother later told me, but that 

was all I ever found out. Presumably 

my parents did not go out of their way to stay 

in touch with him in the years that followed. 

For a while afterward I did not hunt. Then, 

when I was eight, my father joined another club, 

an upscale one where the deer were big and the 

men more domesticated than at Big Rack. There 

were no dogs, so woodcraft mattered, and I as-

sembled a formidable battery of skills. I filled 

up the walls of my childhood room with antlers 

and shoulder-mounted trophies. It was one of 

the main things people knew about me—that I 

was a serious hunter. I stopped thinking of the 

accident as definitive. It was a terrible event for 

Mr. Blue, certainly, but it said little about me. 

Years later, as a college senior in New Orleans, 

I ran into Freddy at a small debauched house 

party. He was in town visiting a mutual friend 

who had lately set himself up as a low-level 

cocaine dealer. Since we were renewing our 

acquaintance in front of an audience, and since 

cocaine induces megalomania, it seemed natural 

to tell the story of shooting Mr. Blue, and to 

tell it for laughs. When I finished, Freddy was 

not laughing, least of all at my rendering of 

Mr. Blue’s howl. I seemed to have angered him.

“People were up in arms about it,” he said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“It was a big, big deal,” he said. “Mr. Blue 

almost died.” 

“I know,” I said. 

“No, I’m serious. The man barely survived. 

People were irate. Your dad basically got run 

out of the club.”

This came as a shock. Not so much the infor-

mation that Mr. Blue almost bled to death—I 

knew that—or that leaving Big Rack was not my 

father’s choice. It was the fact that Freddy’s view 

of me was entirely determined, even now, more 

than fifteen years later, by my having shot Mr. 

Blue. I understood that there must be a number 

of people who felt this way, people who lived in 

Vicksburg and saw the events from Mr. Blue’s 

perspective rather than mine. 

For the rest of that night I nodded and smiled 

at people, pretending I was one of them. But I 

would never be one of them. I was six again, 

convinced that at some level beyond language 

and the law, blood was on my hands. I would 

have to answer for it. ø
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T exas Island isn’t an island, nor is it in Tex-

as. It’s a vague peninsula around which 

wraps Moon Lake, an oxbow formed by 

an abandoned meander of the Mississippi River, 

twenty miles north of Clarksdale off Highway 

61, near the hamlet of Lula. Folklorist Alan 

Lomax visited Texas Island twice, once in 1941, 

and again in August 1942, toward the end of 

his second summer documenting black ver-

nacular song in Coahoma County, in the heart 

of the Delta. It was under the auspices of this 

research trip—a collaboration between Lomax, 

representing the Library of Congress, and a team 

of African-American sociologists and musicolo-

gists from Fisk University in Nashville—that 

he made his famous recordings of Son House, 

Honeyboy Edwards, and Muddy Waters. 

The hour and a half of recordings collected 

at Texas Island were performed by members of 

a small Church of God in Christ congregation 

on the Mohead plantation, which was home to 

hundreds of black tenant farmers. They made 

tremendous music. Ranging from unaccom-

panied shouts like “I’m Goin’ to Lean On the 

Lord” to the sacred propulsion of “I’m Gonna 

Lift Up a Standard for My King,” with its hot 

foot-stomps and guitar accompaniment, their 

songs are charged with all the ecstasy and elec-

tricity that made Sanctified meetings so effec-

tive and popular. Many of the performers are 

unidentified, although the strongest voice to be 

heard on a number of the sides belongs to fifty-

four-year-old Roxie Threadgill. She told Lomax 

she came from Knoxville, in Franklin County, 

Mississippi, and that many of her songs were 

recalled from childhood. Lomax also notated 

a Mrs. Johnson on the sessions, whom he later 

reported was Robert Johnson’s mother. That 

claim, however, has since been debunked.

According to Mohead family legend, Lomax 

came calling at the plantation’s big house to seek 

permission from the patriarch, Guy Telford Mo-

head, to make his recordings. Placing a foot up 

on one of the porch steps, Alan made his case 

to Mr. Mohead, likely explaining his Library of 

Congress affiliation. It’s said that G.T. then told 

Lomax to take his goddamn foot off the porch 

and his person off the property. That Alan, likely 

with his wife, Elizabeth, and Fisk professor Lewis 

Wade Jones, proceeded to surreptitiously drag his 

disc-recording machine into the church service 

(or, perhaps, that he had already done so, and was 

merely offering the polite tribute of a post-facto 

formality) is a testament to his boundless pluck. 

And his good luck. Somehow Lomax managed 

to never get himself shot. 

N either pluck nor luck—or any degree of 

secrecy, for that matter—was necessary 

for the four of us who compose the staff 

of the Alan Lomax Archive to visit the Mohead 

plantation this past October, after several heady 

days spent in the Mississippi Hill Country. We 

had come to donate Lomax’s original fieldwork 

from the region to the public libraries of Sena-

tobia and Como. We had met dozens of family 

members and friends of musicians whom Alan 

recorded on his trips there—musicians such 

as Sid Hemphill, Viola James, Miles and Bob 

Pratcher, Otha Turner, Napoleon Strickland—

and we had marched with them down Como’s 

Main Street behind Turner’s granddaughter 

Sharde Thomas, arguably the last of the Hill 

Country fife-blowers to learn via oral tradition, 

who leads the current iteration of Otha’s Rising 

Star Fife & Drum Band. We followed Thomas 

past the Mississippi Blues Trail markers erected 

for her grandfather and Fred McDowell (whose 

debut recordings were made by Lomax in 1959) 

to the unveiling of a new marker for Strickland, 

whose son and extended family had come all the 

way from Cleveland, Ohio, for the ceremony. A 

large crowd was gathered. Como’s mayor spoke. 

An impromptu photo session lasted twenty min-

utes. In the thirteen years I’ve been employed by 

the archive, I have never felt Lomax’s work—to 

say nothing of my own—resonate with so much 

vitality, or relevance. 

A stopover in the Delta was planned between 

the events in the Hill Country and a Mississippi 

Library Association conference in Biloxi—the 

transition was topographical, climatic, and emo-

tional. We arrived on a wet and waning evening 

at the Moon Lake home of John Mohead, G.T.’s 

grandson, and his wife Jenn, who had invited us 

for cocktails and a visit to Texas Island. Drinks 

were served in large styrofoam cups (from Tunica’s 

Southbound Pizza, of which John is a managing 

partner) and we were ushered into an SUV for 

the drive to the plantation. Even if, by the time 

we arrived, night hadn’t fallen, we wouldn’t 

have seen much evidence of the once-bustling 

human presence on Texas Island. John called 

our attention to points of interest, mainly just 

indicating where things were or might have been. 

The Sanctified church was long gone, nearly all 

of the tenant residences had been razed, and what 

out-buildings we could see through the drizzle 

and the dark had been left to obsolesce by the 

agribusiness concern now farming the land. A 

ghostly feral horse grazed alone by a listing barn. 

John stopped the car at one of the few surviv-

ing tenant shacks: a duplex, if you will, with two 

rooms called “Della’s” on one side and two called 

“Charlie’s” on the other. Della had worked for 

years in the big house as a domestic, until one 

morning in the mid-60s when she didn’t appear 

at breakfast and was never heard from again. (It’s 

assumed she left for Chicago.) I was making short 

work of the ample pour in my Southbound Pizza 

cup and I asked if I could have a look inside. To be 

honest, the bourbon was stoking a heroic vision 

of my excavating a miraculously preserved pile of 

78-rpm records (a vision I carry with me always). 

With a borrowed flashlight, I leapt into the fray. 

Water was trickling in through Della’s long-

breached roof and what was left of the floor was a 

riot of warped and rotten boards, ancient mounds 

of molded newspaper and wallpaper, bedsprings, 

and trash. I was counseled to use caution, but the 

flashlight couldn’t search for records if it was also 

lighting my step, and I soon brought the ball of 

my foot down hard on a nail. Need I mention 

that it was rusty? A full-body pang shot through 

me, and the next feeling was the fear—should 

I require medical attention—of being an even 

further inconvenience to both my hosts and my 

colleagues. I detached the sole of my shoe from 

the floorboard and hurried back through the 

muck and the rain to the idling SUV where zipped 

lips, a hankie doused with bourbon and applied 

to the shallow wound, and the recollection of a 

recent tetanus shot offered some comfort. There 

must still be records in there somewhere.

O ur last stop on Texas Island was for John 

to shine the Yukon’s headlights on the 

porch where G.T. had exchanged words 

with Lomax. In the vast annals of Alan’s research 

trips, his time at the Mohead plantation is a foot-

note, but a pensive silence fell among us as we 

squinted through the downpour at an otherwise 

unremarkable set of steps. This was the only site 

on this great flat dark expanse where we could 

confidently say that Lomax had stood, but it all 

seemed so ineffably far away—the time, the place, 

the cast of characters. Our experience in the Hill 

Country had imparted something akin to confi-

dence that the music, and the world that created 

and nurtured it, still thrived. There were sons 

Visions  
of Coahoma

BY NATHAN SALSBURG
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and great-nieces and granddaughters to testify 

to the music’s endurance, and lift up its standard. 
Here it could only be imagined. The music had 

gone where Della and Roxie Threadgill and Mrs. 

Johnson had gone. 

After goodbyes at Moon Lake, I drove us 

back to Clarksdale. My foot throbbed dully 

with each depression of the clutch, and the 

road was covered, blanketed, by tiny frogs. The 

soggy night had lured them—it looked like 

all of them—out of their holes, and I was un-

nerved by the abject massacre committed with 

every revolution of the wheels. After a few 

miles, however, mellowed by a contemporary 

r&b station broadcasting from Friars Point, I 

got used to it. The frogs became mere streaks 

across the pavement, darting this way and that 

as consistently as the white lines slid past us. 

I had settled into this sanguine perspective 

when, from the upper right of the windshield, 

a huge, bright white form descended, fast, 

like a lantern being hurled from a branch high 

above, and smashed into the front passenger-

side wheel. It was an owl, engorged on frogs, 

diving for more. It made an appalling thud, my 

colleagues screamed, I swore, and then I felt 

sick. I don’t consider myself susceptible to 

that goofy, ersatz brand of Mississippi Delta 

hoodoo—crossroads and all the rest—but this 

felt like the worst kind of juju.  

W e spent that night at the Shack-Up Inn, 

a patchwork of former sharecroppers’ 

shacks reassembled and scattered along 

both sides of Highway 49, just south of Clarks-

dale. After cleaning my foot with more bourbon, 

I hit the light and lay in bed for a while. An air 

conditioner that couldn’t be turned off droned 

above my head. I wondered if my particular 

shack might have once housed the prayer meet-

ings of the Church of God in Christ congrega-

tion of Texas Island. I heard Roxie Threadgill 

singing: “You got to reap your own damnation 

/ you got to reap it for yourself.”

When I slept, I dreamt of frogs, owls, and 

nails. ø
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W hen there was practically nothing else 

in Appalachia, there were beans. They 

were food, yes—cheap protein that 

grew like a weed—but not just that. During 

the Great Depression, when Bill Best was a 

child in Upper Crab Tree, North Carolina, your 

beans were your flag: of region, of state, of 

community, of clan. Your beans might’ve been 

named after your mountain or your mother; 

they might’ve been swapped at family reunions 

or church gatherings. Politicians would hand 

them out, as would preachers house-hopping 

for Sunday suppers. It was an honor to receive 

someone’s favorite seeds, and it was a shame to 

have none of your own. “Only the sorriest man 

would eat his seed corn,” they used to say when 

Best was growing up. Corn or bean, the mean-

ing was the same: that man lacked foresight. 

He was shiftless. 

Bill Best, who founded the Sustainable 

Mountain Agriculture Center, saves seeds—

not in the way that people save stamps or coins, 

but in the way that people save endangered 

species, or possessions from a fire. He grows 

and stores about 700 varieties of beans on 

his farm in Berea, Kentucky, where he lives 

with Irmgard, his wife of fifty-one years, in 

a midcentury ranch house she designed, with 

stone chimneys he built. Some of his seeds are 

more than 150 years old—one goes back to the 

American Revolution. For the most part, they 

still grow as they always have. Not all of them 

grow on his land; many come from exchanges 

with other savers. Through his nonprofit, he 

sells them to enthusiasts, newcomers or expe-

rienced gardeners or canners, most of whom 

want to taste once more the meals their mothers 

prepared, or to access some other memory from 

childhood, a memory that holds in it all the 

immensity of the everyday. In this transaction, 

Best is something like the madeleine peddler of 

Appalachia. When Best’s seeds started getting 

attention, after the Rural Kentuckian published 

an article about him in 1988, he received eighty-

six letters from six states and answered them 

all. The letters still come today. 

Heirloom beans are widely named after fam-

ily matriarchs, and Best’s mother, Margaret, has 

two: the Margaret Best greasy bean (“greasy” 

because of its slick hull) and the Margaret Best 

cut-short, a style named for its squared-off ends. 

Stored together, cut-shorts sit in tidy, end-to-

end formations, which Best demonstrates by 

lining up the middle knuckles of both fists, his 

seventy-eight-year-old fingers stacked thick 

and flush as new erasers. Margaret Best raised 

five children, of whom Bill was the eldest. She 

tended several gardens on their small, self-suffi-

cient farm, where her husband had enough of a 

tobacco allotment to pay the land tax, maybe put 

gas in the truck. Margaret canned vegetables and 

meat, made the children’s clothes out of cotton 

feed sacks, and kept chickens and pigs—Best 

can’t recall eating beef before he went off to 

Berea College in Berea, Kentucky, about three 

hours away from home. Margaret also spoiled 

her firstborn for beans. As an adult, Bill couldn’t 

bear the tough and tasteless ones that he initially 

grew, from commercial seeds, on the farm that 

he and Irmgard co-owned in Jackson County, 

Kentucky. That Thanksgiving, in 1963, he com-

plained to his mother, and she gave him some 

of her seeds, which she got from her mother, 

and from cousins and acquaintances she’d trade 

with at family reunions or church meetings. Bill 

started planting them on his land, and then he 

started selling them at the farmers’ markets he 

helped start in Berea and Lexington. Word got 

around. People wanted to trade. Fifty years later, 

Best has gathered an edible representation of 

Appalachia that occupies six freezers. 

The seed-saving process is straightforward 

and time-tested. You wait until the beans are 

full, which means that the seeds are fully formed 

but the hull is still tender. (Modern commercial 

seeds are bred for easier mechanized harvest, a 

practice that makes the beans tough and nutri-

tionally null, and that causes much rancor for 

Best; a hobby satirist, he wrote a version of 

“Jack and the Beanstalk” in which Jack is nearly 

bested by Sanmonto, Gillcar, and AgraCon, evil 

giants chauffeured about by a Supreme Court 

justice.) When your beans are full, let them dry 

a bit on the vine, then pick them and let them 

dry some more. At Best’s farm, this happens on 

chicken-wire trays lined with old pages of the 

Lexington Herald-Leader. Finally, shell, sort, 

and freeze them in airtight containers. 

Best’s seeds are all heirlooms, a word that 

gives the seeds the ring of treasures instead 

of orphans and that often says more about the 

way things are than the way they were. The 

truth is, Best’s seeds received no special treat-

ment before he came along, not on this scale. 

Perhaps because so many people, like Best’s 

own sister, abandoned growing beans—grow-

ing anything—since that was something poor 

people did; they’d had enough poverty to last a 

lifetime. This association seems inevitable, but 

Best swears it never occurred to him. He always 

thought he was eating the freshest food around. 

Why would he stop? 

I t was nearly ten years after graduation when 

Best’s friends from Berea College started 

committing suicide, a trend that continued 

for another twenty years, six deaths in all. A 

musician friend who grew up eight miles from 

King of the  
Bean People

BY COURTNEY BALESTIER



- 35 - O x f o r d A m e r i c a n . o r gPhotograph by Aaron Cohen, taken at Twin Oaks, an intentional community in Louisa, Virginia

the Bests blew himself in two in a funeral-home 

parking lot. A fellow biology and physical-edu-

cation major overdosed. She and Best performed 

together a lot in school—tumbling, gymnastics, 

dance. She was from West Virginia, and Best 

remembers how she wouldn’t let her college 

boyfriend, the son of a dean, visit her family 

home. My parents let chickens run around the 

yard, she told him. Of course, that’s trendy now. 

The Berea faculty of his college years were 

“missionaries of the middle class,” Best says, 

springing Appalachia’s youth from their ancestral 

traps and toward the kind of generic American 

dream that sells picture frames and minivans. 

Some of his classmates wanted so much to leave 

their pasts that they’d work on campus through 

school holidays, but for Best—a young man who 

performed in both traditional folk- and square-

dancing troupes and in modern and aquatic 

ones—past and future weren’t so binary. His 

friends found this worrying, and occasionally, 

briefly, he would wonder if they were right, if 

he was the one who had it backward. But Best is 

stubborn and he has a long memory. Even as a 

young man, he mostly still felt like the kid he’d 

been in Upper Crab Tree. One day, when he was 

six, his grandfather took him to catch the school 

bus, but the driver didn’t stop, he just drove on 

past like they weren’t there, and his grandfather 

was angry. “You’re better than nobody,” he said, 

“but you’re just as good as anybody.” In 1973, 

fourteen years after graduating from Berea, Best 

earned an Ed.D. in Appalachian Studies from the 

University of Massachusetts. 

When he got back to Kentucky, he started 

writing about Appalachia, and his pieces got 

published. One former professor told him he 

was disrespecting the teachers who had tried 

to help him get away. (“I wasn’t putting Berea 

down, I was building Appalachia up,” he said.) 

Best was in his fifties when an old physics profes-

sor confronted him at the post office: Berea was 

supposed to be your way out, not your way back.

His Appalachian Studies dissertation was 

called “From Existence to Essence,” and it ex-
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amined a lot of the ideas that his friends’ deaths 

have made him revisit: identity, self-discovery, 

the work of making peace. Best would like to 

write about all this, but that’d mean calling the 

dead by name, and he’s not sure he wants to do 

that, even now. But he thinks he understands 

how these people, his people, might have felt—

inasmuch as these things can be understood, of 

course, at a tethered remove, with the emphasis 

on intellectual clarity. “They were strangers in 

their own land,” he said. “Reconciliation was 

not possible.”

W illiam Henry Conover was a Civil War 

soldier who found himself in New Or-

leans when the fighting ended. As the 

story goes, he walked back to his Kentucky 

home over a period of months, liberating butter 

beans from farms and gardens along the way. 

He might have done this honestly, by asking or 

by trading, or he might’ve snuck onto people’s 

property in the night. Hard to say. But by the 

time he got back home, he had ten: the Conover 

butter beans. We know this because they still 

grow today, and because Best got the story from 

Conover’s great-grandson.

The Appalachian seed-saving community is 

full of tales like this, specimens that have been 

swiped from a neighbor’s yard or brought back 

from the brink. By the time Best rescued a seed 

called the noble bean, it had traveled from West 

Virginia to Oregon and hadn’t grown for seven-

teen years. A woman sent him three hundred of 

its seeds. Most every noble bean that’s grown 

since comes from one of the six that survived.

A sk almost any Appalachian how to eat 

beans and you’ll get one answer: in a 

bowl, with cornbread. Some people 

might tell you to add chopped onion. (Best’s sis-

ter, who returned to growing beans in her later 

years, adds olive oil.) Beans lack the breathless, 

canvas-tote allure of heirloom tomatoes, those 

divas of the farmers’ market; really, they’re a 

workhorse crop. So why does Best get orders 

from Washington to New Zealand? Why do 

people send him seeds in elaborate packages, 

unburdening onto him their adolescent memo-

ries and family lore? 

Best is fond of allegories, like his retooling of 

“Jack and the Beanstalk.” He appreciates how 

they make difficult messages easier to com-

prehend, like how a Fox bean can represent 

generations of family you never even met or 

how a Cumberland Plateau bean, such as the 

turkey crawl, can signify a home decades lost. 

When Best was explaining how he revived the 

noble bean, I asked about the soil he used; he 

said that it’s low on clay, a mineral so hard that, 

in trying to push through it, a seed can break 

its own back. 

Bean seeds require of their keepers little and 

much at once: they can be waterlogged and 

forgotten until they could legally drive a car, 

and yet they’ll still come back to life. But once 

they do, the beneficiary of this reward has to 

soak and cook them for hours before claiming 

it. Appalachian grandmothers did this over-

night, night after night, because theirs was 

the food of patience and persistence. Not of 

plenty, but of enough. William Henry Conover 

could’ve intuited all this, or he could’ve just 

been a hungry soldier, or a klepto. It doesn’t 

matter now. His seeds are proof of his tribe, as 

much an explanation as the letters that people 

send to Bill Best, keeper of tradition, giver of 

communion, grower of the tastiest half-runners 

in eastern Kentucky. ø
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I n the beginning, God created the heavens 

and the earth, or maybe he didn’t, but 

either way vast ribbons of peat came to 

rest under what became the foothills of Ten-

nessee’s Cumberland Plateau, and in time 

the peat became coal, and later the railroads 

arrived, along with mines and coke ovens, 

and near one lazy arc of the Tennessee River 

workers built homes to return to after their 

long days of burrowing and burning, and 

the homes became a town, and the town was 

called Dayton.

It was here in July 1925 that John T. Scopes 

was tried and convicted of teaching evolution 

in a Tennessee public school. And it’s here, 

nearly every July since 1987, that he has been 

retried and reconvicted as part of the Scopes 

Trial Play & Festival. Every year, the same 

verdict is read (guilty of violating Tennessee’s 

Butler Act, which made it illegal for state-

funded instructors “to teach any theory that 

denies the Story of the Divine Creation of 

man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead 

that man has descended from a lower order of 

animals”) and the same fine is levied ($100) by 

a man playing a judge sitting behind the same 

bench in the same second-floor courtroom at 

the Rhea County courthouse where the case 

was first heard nine decades ago.

For much of the outside world—even just 

forty miles downriver, in Chattanooga, where 

I grew up—Dayton has long functioned as 

both punch line and punching bag, especially 

in recent years. In 2004, the Rhea County 

commission briefly approved a measure 

banning gay people from living in the area. 

In 2006, a local woman named June Griffin 

stole a Mexican flag from a downtown grocery 

store because she felt the proprietors didn’t 

speak sufficient English. Griffin had earned 

some notoriety the year before when she 

appeared in a Daily Show segment filmed in 

town. “What’s your take on the Scopes trial?” 

comedian Ed Helms asked her. “Evolution is 

a total fabrication and a lie,” she said. When 

she announced her candidacy for Tennessee 

governor, the Nashville Scene wrote, “Griffin 

is creepy, racist and terrifyingly xenophobic. 

Fittingly, she’s a resident of Dayton, Tenn. (of 

Scopes Monkey Trial fame).” 

Dayton is one of thousands of small Ameri-

can towns besot by hyper-conservative goof-

ery, but the residue of the Scopes trial seems 

to trap and magnify it, even all these years 

later. Over those two weeks in July 1925, jour-

nalists swarmed in from across the country, 

their baser tendencies prevailing on a new, 

massive scale—it wasn’t the first “trial of the 

century,” but it was the first broadcast live 

over the radio. Preachers and monkey-sou-

venir vendors peddled their wares on streets 

clogged with looky-loos. The defendant lent 

his name to the production, but the counsel 

starred: famously agnostic Chicago attor-

ney Clarence Darrow led the defense, with 

populist statesman turned fundamentalist 

vanguard William Jennings Bryan a figure-

head of the prosecution. Chief among the 

gawking scribes was H. L. Mencken, whose 

dispatches for the Baltimore Sun and The Na-
tion bemoaned Dayton’s “forlorn mob” of 

“rustics” and “gaping primates.” Dayton was 

a “ninth-rate country town,” he sneered, a 

“dung pile” destined to be “a joke town at 

best, and infamous at worst.” 

And then came Inherit the Wind, on stage in 

1955 and on screen in 1960, in which Jerome 

Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee interpolated 

the trial’s narrative in service of an anti-Mc-

Carthyism parable, à la Arthur Miller’s The 
Crucible. The story was presented as fiction 

but accumulated an honorary factualness, be-

coming a proxy of the history it dramatized. 

Its images of the small-minded South were 

indelible: as a female alto warbles “(Give Me 

That) Old Time Religion,” men in dark suits 

march to a high school where they find a young 

teacher, Bertram Cates, lecturing on Darwin-

ism. Cates is dragged from the classroom and 

jailed. One night, locals mob outside his cell 

window, carrying torches and itching to lynch 

him. A bottle thrown at the barred window 

showers Cates with broken glass.

But the real story of the trial, like Dayton 

itself, began with the mines: they were dwin-

dling, the town was suffering, and a group of 

local boosters—including drug store owner 

and school board president F. E. Robinson 

and school superintendent Walter White—

were looking for a pick-me-up. Meanwhile, 

the fledgling ACLU was offering pro-bono 

legal representation for any teacher accused 

of breaking Tennessee’s recently passed Butler 

Act. Soon as the boosters got a whiff, they 

pounced. The trial was bound to be a big to-

do somewhere, so why not Dayton? A will-

ing defendant was found in John T. Scopes, 

a teacher and football coach at Rhea County 

Central High School. “I wasn’t sure if I had 

taught evolution,” Scopes wrote in his 1967 

memoir. “Robinson and the others apparently 

weren’t concerned with this technicality. I 

had expressed willingness to stand trial. That 

was enough.”

Scopes was served with a warrant but never 

incarcerated. At the end of his eight-day trial, 

Bryan and the prosecution had won. But, in 

a way, so had the defense—among other ma-

neuvers, Darrow had angled all along for a 

guilty verdict, planning to appeal the ruling to 

the Tennessee Supreme Court. (He did; they 

upheld the ruling, but dismissed Scopes’s fine 

on a technicality.) Both sides left town nursing 

a certain sense of bruised victory. The only 

clear loser was Dayton.

T he 25th Scopes Trial Play & Festival 

commenced on a Friday afternoon in 

mid-July of last year, the sky an unset-

tling October blue. Dayton had recently made 

regional headlines after an anti-gun-control 

billboard featuring a photograph of Adolf Hit-

ler appeared on the outskirts of town, but I saw 

it nowhere along the stretch of Highway 27 I 

took up from Chattanooga, just a daisy chain 

of old houses and new gas stations, bait shops, 

gun stores, a sign for Old Hicks Road. I was 

ushered into town by a gauntlet of churches, 

the largest boasting a strobing LCD marquee 

and fluttering car-lot bunting.

 As I approached downtown, I braced my-

self for the crowds. The Butler Act was re-

pealed in 1967, but teaching human origins 

in Tennessee classrooms remains a touchy 
subject; in 2012, the state passed legislation 

protecting instructors who taught “alterna-

tives” to accepted scientific theories such as 

evolution (and, increasingly, climate change). 

So a festival celebrating organized religion’s 

government-assisted triumph over science 

seemed like a sure draw. But at first, the John 

Deeres gathered on the courthouse’s side lawn 

for the festival’s tractor show were the only 

indication I had arrived on the right day.

Around the front of the building—three 

stories and a clock tower, red brick—I found 

a smattering of vendors lining the sidewalk. 

Behind one table spread with chunky beaded 

jewelry, a poster declared GOD KNEW YOUR 
NAME BEFORE YOU WERE BORN. To one side of 

Hail Dayton
BY RACHAEL MADDUX
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the courthouse steps, a vinyl banner said READ 
YOUR BIBLE. The chalkboard menu of Heavenly 

Dogs (“Our hotdogs are heavenly”) advertised 

a Scopes Trial Special, two beef franks and a 

bag of chips for five bucks. On the lawn was an 

imposing bronze statue of William Jennings 

Bryan, who popularized the anti-evolution 

movement that inspired the Butler Act, was 

conscripted to the prosecution as more of a 

mascot than a legal mind, and died while nap-

ping in Dayton five days after the trial. Bryan 

College, the fundamentalist Christian school 

founded here in his memory, originated the 

festival in the late 1980s, but dropped sponsor-

ship in 2000 to focus on projects illuminat-

ing the glorious whole of its namesake’s life 

rather than his fraught final weeks. In 2013, 

a flyer told me, sponsors included the local 

civic group Main Street Dayton, the Rhea 

County Historical & Genealogical Society, 

the Tennessee Arts Commission, and the local 

Holiday Inn Express, the blandness of which 

was somehow reassuring.

There were two plays on the festival 

docket, both staged in the original second-

floor courtroom, and I bought tickets from a 

woman wearing earrings made from Barrel of 

Monkeys pieces. Friday’s matinee, a one-act 

imagined conversation between Bryan and 

Darrow staged by a Wisconsin performance 

troupe, billed itself as historically accurate 

but showed its hand when its Bryan began 

pontificating on intelligent design theory, 

a strain of creationism not codified until the 

1980s. I took it as a vote of no confidence that 

there appeared to be more people watching 

the rickety bluegrass band outside, where 

the temperature was sweltering even in the 

maple-tree shade. But later that night, the 

courtroom was filled for the festival’s main 

event, the premiere of a new commission 

called Front Page News. With the shaky charm 

of community theater—poor enunciation 

buffered by enthusiasm—the play opened 

and closed with the town boosters mulling 
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over their plot at Robinson’s drugstore, 

the courtroom drama comprising its sticky 

middle. Between scenes, reporters in boater 

hats jostled to the front of the newel-post 

bar. One arched his eyebrow as he quoted 

Baltimore Sun reporter Frank Kent: “A lot has 

been written since the trial began about what 

the outside world thinks of Dayton. Nothing 

has been written about what Dayton thinks 

of the outside world. It would be interesting 

to know.”

Afterward, the director, Dayton native 

Morgan Robbins, told me she isn’t religious, 

“can’t see any way other than evolution,” and 

almost turned down the gig. But the script, 

commissioned from Johnson City, Tennessee, 

playwright Deborah DeGeorge Harbin, won 

her over. Assembling a largely male cast in a 

town of 7,200 turned out to be a gnarlier pros-

pect. Only five actors showed up to Robbins’s 

audition, but one was George Miller, portly 

with a booming drawl—her Bryan, she knew. 

Still, he needed direction, especially when 

it came to the trial’s climax, when Darrow 

examines Bryan as an expert witness on the 

Bible: Did that whale really swallow Jonah? 

Where did Cain get his wife? How long ago 

was the Great Flood, exactly?

“I was trying to get him to sweat a little bit 

when he took the stand,” Robbins said. “I was 

like, ‘Can you get a little more nervous? Your 

religion is being questioned—can you have 

that in your body, that you’re uncomfortable 

with this?’ And he was like, ‘I don’t think 

Bryan would have been uncomfortable with 

this. Bryan’s a hero. Do you realize how many 

people are pro-Bryan? I don’t want to be met 

outside with pitchforks when I’m done.’”

But on opening night, Miller straddled the 

line between piety and bluster, his face mor-

phing between flustered folds and satisfied 

grins. Across the aisle, festival veteran Rick 

Dye, the self-proclaimed “sole agnostic of the 

group,” played Darrow with a wry, crackling 

energy. Scopes sat in the middle, silent, look-

ing alternately bored and overwhelmed—an 

unlikely dream role for Bryan theater major 

Dakota McClellan. “I wanted to play him if I 

ever got the chance, because he stood up for 

what he believed in, and that’s how I am,” he 

told me later. “I’m on the other side, but as 

actors we have to get out of our comfort zones, 

do something different.”

The play ended how it always ends: Scopes 

guilty, Bryan dead. After taking their bows the 

cast disappeared into a mob of handshakes and 

bouquets. Outside, no pitchforks—just the 

lingering scent of Scopes Trial Specials and the 

stammer of camera flashes as playgoers posed 

with the stately bronze Bryan in the dark.

S aturday morning, the festival’s second 

and final day, I sardined into a first-floor 

courtroom where signs said please do not 

sit on the A/C units or approach the bench 

unless directed by the judge or pass tobacco 

products to the inmates. A procession of locals 

had gathered to talk about their connections to 

the trial, each taking turns on the witness stand. 

Ninety-five-year-old Beverly Wilson was the 

only one who had been alive during the trial, 

though she didn’t remember much about 1925 

except her parents arguing—not about theol-

ogy or science but whether to name her baby 

brother “Evolution.” Jeff Stewart, grandson 

of Tom Stewart, one of Scopes’s prosecutors, 

confessed that his grandmother went to her 

grave feeling responsible for Bryan’s death; 

the diabetic had eaten his penultimate meal 

at her dinner table, including an entire plat-

terful of sliced, salted tomatoes. Pat Guffey, 

Rhea County’s historian, piped up to reassure 

Stewart that Bryan’s death probably had more 

to do with his final meal, taken at the Rogers 

family home, during which he consumed two 

whole chickens.

Most stories followed this pattern of ramble 

and swerve; what seemed remarkable was that 

they were being told at all. When Tom Da-

vis, the Scopes festival’s chairman, moved to 

Dayton for a newspaper job in 1976, he was 

surprised to find the trial’s history languish-

ing. “We just ought to forget that it ever hap-

pened,” he was told. But over the next decade, 

the stranglehold loosened, and in the early 

1990s, Davis was hired as a Bryan College 

public information officer and tasked with 

organizing the nascent festival—an effort, in 

part, to coax the town further out of its pas-

sive quagmire. “We have not lived down the 

stigma that came with Inherit, and I really do 

blame us for a lot of that,” said Davis, who’s 

now Rhea County’s administrator of elections. 

“We haven’t made a real good effort, first of 

all, to tell the story—just to simply say, ‘Look 

folks, here’s what really happened.’ We have 

let the caricature of a narrow-minded, terribly 

unthinking fundamentalist mentality ride.”

Dayton’s tuck-tailed silence has had cer-

tain aesthetic repercussions, too. Saturday 

afternoon I boarded a squat school bus for 

what amounted to a tour of former Scopes-

related sites. In place of Robinson’s drug 

store, there’s a postage-stamp park, a swath 

of asphalt, a cinderblock office building for 

rent. A different house stands in place of the 

one where Bryan died. Rhea County Central 

High School, where Scopes taught, closed in 

1930 and soon reopened as the first location 

of what was then called William Jennings 

Bryan University. It was a handsome school, 

stout dark brick with a mansard roof. Now 

it’s gone, too.

If Bryan hadn’t died here and made way for 

the school, the town might have unraveled 

completely—the mines closed in 1930, just 

before the Great Depression rolled in. Dayton 

eventually came back as a manufacturing town, 

which it remains today, lately cultivating a 

sprawl of strip malls and chain stores. Bryan 

College hosts 1,300 students every year, or 

retains them—many are local and many more 

settle in Dayton after graduation to raise their 

own kids here. There are lakes and hills and 

woods all around, old coke ovens turned into 

nature preserves. Niche tourism is on the rise, 

so there’s even a chance the old boosters’ 

scheme might finally pay off. Coal isn’t the 

best source of metaphors for sustainable 

industry, but some things do need time to 

sit under great pressure before they can be of 

use. The Scopes Trial Museum, housed in the 

courthouse basement, brings in a few thousand 

visitors each year; in 2013, a few hundred 

attended the festival. Not quite Disney World, 

but it’s more appealing than blinkered silence. 

“We’re beginning to think, ‘Okay, everybody 

along the Tennessee River has a lake and a 

fishing spot. Not everybody has the Scopes 

trial courthouse,’” Davis told me. “We don’t 

have to agree that we are ignorant bumpkins 

just because somebody thinks that—we can 

show them who we really are and what we’re 

all about if we can get them here.”

 

S aturday evening, taking Highway 27 out 

of town, I finally saw the Hitler billboard. 

I pulled into an auto parts store parking lot 

and stared up. WAKE UP AMERICA it demanded—

the “I” a clip-art shotgun—above the Fuhrer’s 

sour mug. I snapped a photo, posted it online. 

Soon friends began administering their rue-

ful hearts and stars and thumbs-up, just like 

I knew they would. Back at home, I showed 

my parents the photo and we shook our heads 

and laughed, just like I knew we would. It 

was so easy, sinking my fist back into that old 

punching bag—I didn’t even think about it at 

first, but then I did, and I felt bad. Because I 

thought I knew better. And I’d come to think 

maybe Dayton did, too. ø
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P otlikker, the soupy leavings at the bot-

tom of a pot of greens or beans, is now 

vogue. Perfect Little Bites, a personal 

chef service in Frederick, Maryland, stirs gin 

and vermouth with frozen potlikker cubes 

to chill martinis and infuse the drinks with 

briny vegetal funk. The restaurant Lower 48, 

in Denver, fries eggs and tucks them in a bowl 

of collard green and maitake mushroom pot-

likker. Travis Grimes at Husk in Charleston 

serves pork shoulder with crispy belly, smoky 

butterbeans, rice, and broccoli, swaddled in 

potlikker broth. When I ate at the Nashville 

location of that restaurant, the pork came in 

chops and Morgan McGlone used rapini in-

stead of broccoli, but the potlikker remained. 

At their recent summer fest, Southern Soul 

Barbecue in St. Simons Island, Georgia, served 

green peanuts boiled in collard green potlik-

ker. Upstate at Five and Ten in Athens, Hugh 

Acheson occasionally poaches mountain trout 

in boiled peanut potlikker. Inevitably, Acheson 

calls the broth nutlikker.

Christopher Kostow, chef at the Michelin 

3-star restaurant Meadowood in St. Helena, Cal-

ifornia, wraps sturgeon fillets in collard greens, 

buries the bundles in hot embers, and serves 

the fish with samp grits, diced ham hocks, and 

a sauce of kudzu root-thickened potlikker. Bon 
Appétit recently published a recipe for potlikker 

noodles with mustard greens, ham hocks, and 

Pecorino cheese, developed by Jason Alley of 

Comfort in Richmond, Virginia. National Public 

Radio reported that James Huff of Pearl Dive 

Oyster Palace in Washington, D.C., reduces 

collard potlikker with garlic, shallots, tomato 

concasse, and chicken stock, then tosses the 

reduction with black-eyed peas, and pours the 

sauce over whole grilled fish. 

I ’d like to believe that my 2002 master’s 

thesis—The Potlikker Papers: An Explication 
and Rumination on the Potlikker and Corn-

pone Debate of 1931 with Illustrative Asides—
inspired all that creativity. But the reality is, 

potlikker has long been a backbone dish in 

the American South. Today, as modern chefs 

excavate our culinary history to glean stories 

and recipes worthy of 21st century interpreta-

tion, I don’t wonder how potlikker came to be a 

vanguard ingredient in so many contemporary 

kitchens. Instead, I wonder why this run of 

rediscovery took so long.  

Now that I’ve mentioned my thesis, I might 

as well tell you about it, because that long-ago 

debate over potlikker and its proper accom-

paniment offers insights for today, when so 

many Americans understand food as a political 

and social expression of self, freighted with 

meaning and weighted by politics. The debate 

began when Julian Harris, an editor at the At-

lanta Constitution, who had previously shared 

a Pulitzer for coverage of the Ku Klux Klan, 

The State of the Broth
BY JOHN T. EDGE

l o c a l  f a r e
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published an Associated Press story about the 

sale of highway bonds by Governor Huey Long 

of Louisiana. Long credited the sale to a supper 

of potlikker and cornbread, which he served the 

lead investor in the syndicate. 

In an editor’s note that Harris appended to the 

story, he questioned Long’s dining habits. Long 

supposedly dunked his cornbread into potlik-

ker. Harris crumbled his. In response, Long 

telegrammed Harris. Then Harris telegrammed 

New York Governor Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 

who vacationed at Warm Springs, Georgia, and 

asked his opinion as an adopted son of the state. 

And the debate was on. 

From mid-February to early March, news-

paper readers and newsreel viewers across the 

nation joined the conversation. Before the de-

bate was over, the Constitution received more 

than six hundred letters to the editor, including 

a diatribe about internecine differences from 

Dudley V. Hadcock of the Arkansas State Cham-

ber of Commerce in Little Rock, a rumination 

on race by a patient at the Georgia state mental 

hospital in Milledgeville, and a query from an 

eighty-five-year-old Confederate veteran who, 

addressing the relative merits of dunking and 

crumbling, asked “does it not depend in a great 

measure if the users have two sets, upper and 

lower teeth?”

Summoning a gravitas that only earnest 

graduate students can muster, I argued that 

the debate illumined tensions between tradition 

(crumbling) and modernity (dunking). And I 

pointed out that Harris purposefully drove a 

wedge between those two camps, while claiming 

the mantle of tradition. In a telegram to Long, 

he wrote, “The Constitution, which for more 

than sixty years has been a patriotic arbiter of 

all matters appertaining to potlikker, cornpone, 

dumplings, fried collards, sweet ’tater biscuits 

and ’simmon beer and ’possum, reiterates its 

assertion that cornpone is crumbled into the 

potlikker and not ‘dunked.’”  

The four people who have checked out my 

thesis since it was deposited at the University 

of Mississippi library learned that issues of 

gender, race, and class were also in play. So 

were matters of diet and nutrition, as well 

as rekindled Southern patriotism, stirred by 

World War I, and economic concerns, linked 

to the Great Depression. 

Food, the debate’s rhetoric made clear, not 

only sustains us, it also serves as a symbol, a way 

to broadcast who we are and what we believe. 

That sounds like a 21st century concept of food’s 

function within society. But the notion was not 

new in 1931. In The Old Virginia Gentleman 
and Other Sketches, published in 1910, George 

Bagby observed, “Drinking train-oil does not 

necessarily turn a man into an Eskimo, nor does 

the eating of curry compel one to become a coolie 

and worship Vishnu or Confucius. Still, there is 
a connection between diet and the ethnological 

characteristics of the human races.”

T hrough the years, Southerners have as-

cribed various ethnological characteristics 

to potlikker. One of the most persistent 

beliefs is that the liquid serves as a curative. 
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Usually taken orally, in the manner of a spring 

tonic, potlikker can be applied topically, too. 

In her 1951 novel, The Ballad of the Sad Café, 
Carson McCullers wrote of the relationship be-

tween two characters, Amelia and a man known 

as the hunchback. “Each night the hunchback 

came down the stairs with the air of one who 

has a grand opinion of himself,” she wrote. 

“He always smelled slightly of turnip greens, 

as Miss Amelia rubbed him night and morning 

with pot liquor to give him strength.”

Much of the debate-era writing placed pot-

likker in a home cooking context. But before I 

began work on my thesis, I knew potlikker best 

as a restaurant dish, one I first tasted at Mary 

Mac’s, the dowager tea room on Ponce de Leon 

Avenue near downtown Atlanta, famous for 

potlikker cups and cracklin’ cornbread muffins. 

As a boy, I ate lunches at Mary Mac’s with my 

parents, during our monthly pilgrimages to the 

big city. Later, I wrote a column for this maga-

zine about Lester Maddox, the late governor of 

Georgia, who began his public career as a segre-

gationist restaurateur and ended it performing 

in a biracial duo he called The Governor and the 

Dishwasher. For our interview, Maddox and I 

met at Mary Mac’s. He had recently weathered 

an AIDS scare and a bout of prostate cancer, 

which precipitated his adoption of a macrobi-

otic diet. But he made an exception that day, 

ordering baked chicken, dressing, potlikker, and 

cornbread. The potlikker we sipped wasn’t what 

it had been in my youth. The broth was pallid. 

The greens were few. It was hard to conjure how 

such a liquid could serve as a curative. 

When I returned to order a cup last year, the 

broth was no better, but time at table offered a 

realization: Taking into account the role Atlanta 

played in the potlikker debate of 1931, and tak-

ing note that few restaurants can link that past 

with this present, the potlikker at Mary Mac’s 

might be best appreciated as a museum artifact, 

a simulacrum of a dish past. 

S outhern chefs are now picking up Mary 

Mac’s slack. Foremost is Sean Brock, ex-

ecutive chef of the two Husk restaurants, 

where hunks of pork get frequent baths in 

potlikker. When I talked to Sean about how 

and why he uses potlikker, he explained by 

comparing it to dashi, the Japanese broth made 

with kelp and preserved bonito. Like potlikker, 

dashi is rich with umami. Recently, Sean and 

his Charleston crew began treating collards like 

the Japanese treat kelp, spraying the greens with 

Atlantic seawater and drying them in the sun. To 

approximate the flavor punch of preserved bo-

nito, which the Japanese know as katsuobushi, 

they ferment a local fish known as lil’ tunny. 

Sean calls the resulting broth Lowcountry dashi. 

The name and the ingredient choices remind 

me of that period when my wife gave up pork 

for two long years, and I began flavoring our 

collards with a hit of fermented fish sauce. “I 

noticed the connection when I was in Japan,” 

Sean told me. “Dashi is considered an art form 

there, something that can take a lifetime to mas-

ter. Dashi is an effort, potlikker just happens.”

Of late, potlikker has been happening a lot. 

By my count, the umami-rich broth has got-

ten more press in the past year than it’s gotten 

in any year since 1931. Soon, potlikkers and 

nutlikkers and all sorts of dashis will earn their 

places on menus nationwide. With a little luck, 

that sort of momentum might lead a fifth reader 

to pull a copy of The Potlikker Papers from the 

library shelf and master the history as well as 

the practice. ø
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aptain Jeff Fobb knelt on the lawn outside 

the University of Florida’s Research and 

Education Center in suburban Fort Lau-

derdale, surrounded by a crowd of about 

thirty onlookers. Dressed in cargo pants and 

a long-sleeved shirt, his hair pulled back in 

a thick black braid, Fobb is one of the stars 

of Swamp Wars, a popular reality show on 

Animal Planet that follows the escapades 

of Miami-Dade Fire Rescue’s Venom One 

Response Unit. But the crowd wasn’t there 

to see him. They’d come to see the creature 

writhing in the cotton sack at his feet. 

“Two things separate us from a lot of other 

animals,” Fobb announced. “We have enor-

mous brains. Big, big brains for our body 

size. Turn it on, use it. And keep a nice calm 

presence.”

Fobb loosened the drawstring and gently 

shook out the contents of the sack. A dark, 

glistening blob the size of a beach ball rolled 

onto the grass, and the blob slowly unrav-

eled into a hissing, thirteen-foot Burmese 

python. Fobb grasped the snake by the tail 

and dragged it around the edge of the circle to 

give everybody a closer look. People held out 

their smartphones. Some shouted questions. 

Are pythons venomous? (No.) Where did 

it come from? (Everglades.) Do they get tired? 

(“I get tired,” Fobb joked. “My hope is that 

the snake gets tired before I’m tired.”) 

Fobb’s python demonstration was the main 

attraction at a kick-off event for the first-ever 

Python Challenge, a month-long contest 

sponsored by Florida’s Fish and Wildlife 

Conservation Commission (FWC) that al-

lowed anyone who paid the $25 entrance fee 

to hunt Burmese pythons on state land. Fobb 

was there to introduce people to a creature 

most had never seen and knew little about. 

When he let go of the python’s tail, it gamely 

lifted its head then fell limp, curling into a 

defensive coil. Fobb stood over the snake, 

holding a hooked metal pole at his side, and 

fielded another round of questions. 

Will the python bite you? (Maybe.) Do 

you grab it by the head or tail? (Depends.) 

How do you kill it? That was the question 

on everybody’s mind. A middle-aged man in 

khaki shorts and white socks pulled up to his 

knees suggested a .410 shotgun.

“Sounds like the best thing to do is dis-

patch it at twenty feet,” he said. “Don’t try 

to get a lot closer.”

“You have to hit it right in the head,” Fobb 

cautioned. 

“Right,” the man said.

“And it’s not just going to go, ‘Here’s my 

head!’ You know what I mean?”

“No,” agreed the man, adjusting his cell 

phone holster, “you gotta take the brain out.” 

People began debating the contest’s rules 

on firearms. Everyone agreed that the FWC 

allowed handguns and shotguns, but there 

was some confusion over rifles. Someone 

claimed he heard a game warden okay the use 

of .22-caliber rimfire. Another man argued 

that rifles chambered for pistol rounds should 

be included. In the end the crowd resolved 

that rifles of all types were banned. Shooting 

at night, or shooting from roads and levees, 

could also get you disqualified. 

“What if you don’t have a gun?” asked a 

young woman with a pierced nose. She sliced 

the air with her hand. She planned to hunt in 

rest areas along the highway with a machete. 

“A machete is not a very refined instru-

ment,” Fobb said. “I’m not a big fan of the 

machete.” A network engineer and self-de-

scribed “outdoor person” asked Fobb what 

he recommended instead. This presented 

Fobb with a dilemma. Normally he didn’t 

kill the pythons that he captured; he turned 

them over to researchers at the University of 

Florida, who euthanized them. But Python 

Challenge contestants didn’t have that op-

tion. Contest rules required that they kill 

the snakes before taking the carcasses to des-

ignated check-in stations. (The other option 

was letting hundreds of amateur snake hunt-

ers barrel down South Florida’s highways 

with live, wild pythons in the trunks of their 

cars.) In reply to the engineer’s question, Fobb 

pulled out a pocketknife no bigger than his 

thumb. “I carry a little, uh, Gator,” he said, 

“a Gerber Gator.” 

Scribbling the model name in his spiral 

notebook, the engineer looked up and asked, 

“Serrated?” 

“Nope,” Fobb said. Sensing where this 

line of questioning was going, he implored 

those in the crowd intent on hacking off 

the heads of captured pythons to do so in a 

humane manner. 

“The brain stays alive for an hour,” offered 

the man in khaki shorts.

“Yeah, we don’t want it to suffer,” Fobb 

said. He began describing how to destroy a 

python’s brain by running a metal rod up 

its severed spinal canal into its cranial bulb. 

But nobody in the crowd was interested in 

learning how to euthanize an animal so re-

viled that the state was giving out prizes to 

slaughter it en masse. People trickled away to 

the display tables, snatching up snake iden-

tification brochures, bumper stickers, and 

free snacks made from other invasive species 

endemic to Florida: caiman chili, snakehead 

tacos, iguana ragu. Fobb coaxed the python 

back into the sack and tied the drawstring. 

He never got a chance to address the second 

thing that separates humans from other ani-

mals, aside from our enormous brains. But 

if I had to venture a guess, I’d say that we’re 

the only animal exempt from being classified 

as invasive. 

A
ccording to a recent study published 

in the journal Zootaxa, 137 exotic 

species of frogs, toads, skinks, 

salamanders, newts, chameleons, croco-

diles, monitors, snakes, turtles, iguanas, 

and geckos—collectively known as herpe-

tofauna—run loose in Florida, more than any 

other place in the world. The number-one 

source of these animals, by far, is the exotic 

pet trade. By now, fifty-six species, mostly 

lizards, have established breeding popula-

tions in the state, including Python bivittatus, 
or the Burmese python. In 1979, a Burmese 

python was found alongside the Tamiami 

Trail, a highway that bisects Florida’s south-

ern tip—the first documented case of a feral 

Burmese python in Florida. Nobody knows 

if it had escaped its cage, was deliberately set 

free, or was truly wild. Whatever the case, 

it didn’t belong there. Twenty years later, 

authorities declared that Burmese pythons 

C
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Top: Blake Russ and Devin Belliston show off their eleven-foot python

Bottom: Author Steve Featherstone holds a python

had established a foothold in the state. Since 

then python sightings have skyrocketed 

from dozens to well over a thousand. In 

2005, a scientist flipped over a chunk of 

mattress foam lying in the weeds near the 

Tamiami Trail and found a clutch of hatched 

Burmese python eggs, removing all doubt 

that they were reproducing. How many wild 

Burmese pythons live in Florida today is 

anyone’s guess, but estimates range from 

5,000 to 150,000. Their typical lifespan is 

twenty-five years. 

Few exotic species damage their adopted 

ecosystems enough to earn the invasive label. 

South American red-tailed boa constrictors 

have been breeding in a small nature preserve 

near Miami since 1970, but so far they haven’t 

spread beyond the preserve or disrupted its 

fragile ecology. Burmese pythons, on the 

other hand, are believed to have colonized 

virtually all 1.5 million acres of the Everglades 

National Park, as well as wildlife management 

areas as far north as Lake Okeechobee and as 

far south as Key Largo. Meanwhile, native 

wildlife populations in South Florida have 

plunged. Dr. Frank Mazzotti, a professor of 

wildlife ecology at the University of Florida, 

co-authored a study based on roadkill tal-

lies that draws a direct correlation between 

severe declines in mammals and the spike in 

Burmese pythons. Mazzotti, who helped plan 

the Python Challenge, stops short of blaming 

the snake for gobbling up all those missing 

raccoons (99.3% decline), possums (98.9% 

decline), and bobcats (87.5% decline), but 

he does believe that pythons are tipping the 

ecological scales in the Everglades. 

At the kick-off event in Fort Lauderdale, 

I found Mazzotti leaning against a display 

table, fending off a gaggle of reporters who 

pumped him for sound bites about extermi-

nating the horde of man-eating snakes taking 

over Florida. He wearily insisted that the Py-

thon Challenge wasn’t about killing pythons; 

it was about getting data. How many pythons 

are out there? How far have they spread? 

“So how many pythons are these people 

going to kill?” I shouted. 

“Who knows,” said Mazzotti, throwing 

up his hands. “If ten percent end up catch-

ing snakes, that’s going to be more snakes 

than have ever been caught during any single 

month before. I think I’ll be ready to declare 

victory then.”

Eight hundred people registered on the 

first day of the Python Challenge. By the 

end of the contest, that number doubled. 

Blake Russ and Devin Belliston, two snake 

hunters from the Miami area, were there to 

scope out the competition. “There’s going 

to be a lot of disappointed people,” Blake 

observed. Among the seventy-five or so vol-

unteers who hold FWC permits to capture 

pythons year round, Blake and Devin know 

that it’s not easy to catch the cryptic snakes. 

Their bright orange t-shirts, emblazoned 

with a slithering python encircled by the 

words “Florida Python Hunters,” stood 

out among the sea of camouflage-patterned 

gear. “Most of the time I hunt in shorts and 

flip-flops,” Blake said. “We’re not trudging 

through the swamps. You can’t see anything 

in there anyway.”

“Here’s a python,” Devin said, showing 

me a photo on his iPhone. It looked as if he’d 

inadvertently hit the shutter key while hik-

ing in the Everglades. He tapped the screen. 

“Right. There.” Amid the pale weave of saw-

grass I could barely detect the giraffe-like pat-

tern of tan and brown blotches characteristic 

of the Burmese python. 

“How do you find them?” I said.

“It’s luck, and it’s just looking everywhere, 

all the time,” Blake said. He swung an invis-

ible machete. “The only stupid thing to do is 

get out and bushwhack.” 

T
he boundary between Miami’s ex-

urban sprawl and the Everglades is 

Krome Avenue, a two-lane black-

top that zigzags south through Homestead 

to its terminus in Florida City. Lined with 

ornamental tree farms, fruit orchards, and 

shops specializing in lawn statuary of the 

urinating cherub variety, Krome Avenue 

is also the eastern flank of the Burmese 

python invasion. After inviting me to go 

“road cruising” for pythons on the night of 

the kickoff, Blake and Devin met me at an 

intersection off Krome, in the parking lot of 

a strawberry farm. Blake casually remarked 

that the name of his dark blue Toyota Prius 

was “Silent Night.” 

“Why do you need a giant truck?” he 

scoffed as we whirred west toward Rocky 

Glades, a favorite hunting ground. He com-

pared Silent Night’s fuel efficiency to the 

gas-guzzling pickup truck that his friend 

Ruben Ramirez, founder of the Florida Py-

thon Hunters, drove around. “We’re not your 

cliché python hunters,” Blake said, turning 

onto a levee road that ran parallel to a canal. 

“We have a college education.”

Stocky, with dark brown hair and glasses, 

Blake is finishing his degree in construction 

management. Devin is slight, blond, and 
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teaches physical science at a high school in 

Miami. Both men are in their mid-twenties 

and married. Devout Mormons, they don’t 

hunt on the Sabbath, drink, or smoke. Their 

earnest wholesomeness might be consid-

ered trite if it weren’t channeled through 

their passion for snakes and lizards, as if 

abstinence from routine vices had turned 

them into reptile junkies. Blake grew up on 

a lake in Central Florida, where his mother 

encouraged him to catch alligators as a safe 

alternative to “partying and getting drunk 

and drunk driving.” A native of Utah, Devin 

keeps a photo gallery on his iPhone of all the 

reptiles he’s caught since moving to Miami 

two years ago. He shuffles through them like 

a boy with a shoebox full of baseball cards, 

always dreaming of his next acquisition. 

“It’s so exciting!” Devin exclaimed, scan-

ning the levee for pythons. The road we were 

driving on was inaccessible to the public, 

but the guys had a special key to unlock the 

gate to the levee. “It’s like such an adrenaline 

rush to see this big thing stretched across 

the road. It’s just like—” He searched for the 

most powerful expression his sensibilities 

permitted. “Wow!” 

It’s no coincidence that most pythons 

killed or captured in Florida are found along-

side roads and highways. That’s where hu-

man and python behaviors intersect. During 

the dry, cool winter months, pythons leave 

their burrows to find mates and bask in the 

sun, or to lie on warm roadbeds at night, 

making themselves visible to humans shut-

tling to and fro in air-conditioned vehicles. 

The road glowed in the dusky light, 

two white strips cutting through the 

sawgrass. It was made of crushed limestone 

excavated from the adjacent canal, part 

of a network of canals, dams, and levees 

engineered to drain the Everglades to make 

room for crops and condos. The canals also 

function as superhighways for the heavy-

bodied Burmese python, giving it easy 

access to distant corners of the Everglades 

untrammeled by humans.

“See how thick it is right there?” Devin 

pointed to an overgrown mango orchard on 

the other side of the road. “It’s like the Ama-

zon. There’s just got to be lots of snakes in 

there that we can’t get to unless they cross 

the road when we happen to be driving by.”

“I hope we see a pygmy rattler,” Blake 

mused. “To me, those things are—” Blake 

hit the brake and threw Silent Night into 

reverse. “I saw a little curve on your side,” 

he said to Devin. 

“That’s a snake!” Devin said, jumping out 

of the car. He reached into the weeds, pulled 

out a snake by its tail, and tossed it onto the 

road. It was a garter snake, about eight inches 

long and pencil-thin. 

“How the hell did you see that?” I said 

when we climbed back into the Prius. 

“His head was up like this,” Blake said, 

crooking the tip of his index finger. “A stick 

doesn’t sit like that.”

It was dark now and the soft trilling 

of tree frogs filled the air. Silent Night’s 

bobbing headlight beams caught ghostly 

glimpses of snowy egrets, night herons, and 

a screech owl sweeping low over the marsh. 

We turned off the levee road and bumped 

along a grassy track, scaring up scores of 

killdeer that darted like arrows inches from 

our bumper. Every half mile Blake stopped 

to examine a suspicious shape that turned 

out to be a blade of grass bent just so, a trem-

bling shadow, a stick. “It’s hard with all these 

sticks,” he grumbled. We found two more 

snakes—a ribbon snake and a banded water 

snake—and one invasive cane toad squatting 

in the middle of the road. Except for the 

cane toad, I was blind to the visual cues that 

caused Blake and Devin to suddenly grab for 

their door handles. 

“All right, let’s get a python here,” Devin 

said, casting aside a beer bottle that he’d mis-

taken for a python’s shiny skin. We’d been at 

it for three hours. The FWC estimates that 

volunteers in its Burmese python eradica-

tion program search sixty hours for every 

snake they turn in. Blake and Devin reckon 

their average is about ten hours, better than 

their buddy Ruben Ramirez, FWC’s most 

productive hunter. “He goes out ten times 

as much, but he doesn’t catch ten times as 

many snakes,” Devin said.

Blake jabbed his finger at Silent Night’s 

dashboard readout. “Look at that,” he 

crowed. “The last ten minutes we’ve got-

ten 100 miles to the gallon!”

“Ruben is probably getting 7 right now,” 

Devin said. 

At one point we crossed paths with Ruben 

on the levee road. He pulled up alongside 

Silent Night in a black Ford truck jacked up 

so high he had to shout down at us to be heard 

over the growl of the truck’s diesel engine. 

A videographer from the New York Times sat 

next to him in the front seat. His friend Juan 

rode in the back, smoking a cigar. 

“We got a pygmy, man, about that big,” 

Ruben said, holding his hands apart. “Beauti-

ful, man. It was a big pygmy.” 

“Did you pick it up?” Blake said. It was 

illegal to handle native animals on state land, 

but they all did it. You can’t give a kid the 

key to the candy store and not expect him to 

lick a few lollipops.

“Are you with FWC?” Ruben scowled. 

“Yeah, I did pick it up. We have pictures of 

it.” Blake told him that I got musked by a 

garter snake. Ruben snorted. “It’s perfume, 

man,” he said, and tromped the gas pedal. 

“They saw a pygmy already?” Devin said 

as Ruben’s taillights dissolved in a cloud 

of white lime dust. “I’ve never seen one, 

dang it!” We drove around Rocky Glades 

for another hour, then Devin apologized 

for not finding a python on such a perfect 
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night, echoing the lament of every hunter 

who has trudged home empty-handed. “You 

just never know,” he sighed. “They’re out 

there, a lot of them.” If there were just one 

snake for every forty acres, Devin reasoned, 

that would put the python population at 

more than 35,000 in Everglades National 

Park alone. They aren’t crawling all over the 

place as newspaper headlines suggest, but 

neither are the native snakes. 

“If I came out here and said I’m going to 

find a red rat snake tonight, that would be 

hard. But we know there are plenty, plenty of 

red rat snakes all over the Everglades, every-

where, populating, breeding, doing great,” 

Blake said. “I think that’s how the pythons 

are too. They’re everywhere.” 

F
ew creatures in the animal king-

dom have a more vivid and diverse 

claim on human imagination than 

the snake. Aboriginal rock paintings of the 

“rainbow serpent” deity date back to the Neo-

lithic era. Ouroboros, the symbol of a snake 

eating its own tail, appears in ancient Egyp-

tian, Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology. 

The serpent from the Eden myth has shaped 

the negative perception of snakes in Judeo-

Christian cultures for the last 3,000 years. 

But the snake’s roots in the human psyche go 

deeper than symbology to something more 

primal. The stab of fear that many of us feel 

when encountering a snake comes straight 

out of the limbic system, the emotional cen-

ter of our brain. Neuroscientists refer to the 

most primitive part of our brain, the one that 

controls the fight-or-flight response, as the 

“reptilian complex.”

“I’ve had people jump up and leave the 

room as soon as the snake slide comes on,” 

said Jim Duquesnel, a biological science 

technician for the U.S. Geological Survey 

who often gives public lectures about Flor-

ida’s wildlife. Jim, his colleague Michelle 

McEachern, and I were driving through 

Florida City toward the Southern Glades 

to do a python survey. Thanks to an unscru-

pulous reptile breeder who fled the country 

years ago, Florida City has the distinction of 

being ground zero for tegus—large, invasive 

lizards from South America. Many believe 

that the Burmese python invasion began 

here in 1992, when Hurricane Andrew flat-

tened a big reptile breeding operation on 

the outskirts of town, but there’s no proof 

to support this theory. 

We parked near a juvenile detention facil-

ity set in the middle of a marsh and walked 

down a rutted dirt road overgrown with 

cocoplum and pond apple trees. The road 

intersected with canal C-110, a lily-choked 

ditch about twenty feet wide and ten feet 

deep. The python survey involved walking 

a six-mile loop down one side of the canal 

and up the other, slapping at deerflies. Jim 

scouted a few hundred yards ahead while 

Michelle and I followed, chatting and scan-

ning the undergrowth for snakes. 

“Maybe we’re hardwired to fear snakes,” 

I said. 

“I think it’s natural for animals to be xeno-

phobes,” Michelle said, “and snakes are just 

so completely different from anything we 

know.” Michelle is something of an expert 

on xenophobic behavior in “humans,” her 

preferred term for “people.” Now in her 

mid-twenties, she began her career as a “tour 

guide Barbie,” cheerily reciting factoids 

about Florida’s wildlife to sweaty tourists 

on a glass-bottom boat in Key Largo. “You 

learn very quickly that part of America just 

really doesn’t know very much about the 

natural world at all,” she said. The sky was 

overcast, but Michelle was encouraged by 

depressions in the sawgrass that she attrib-

uted to alligators. If gators were out basking, 

pythons might be doing the same. Neither 

she nor Jim had ever caught a python. Mi-

chelle got her hands around one once, but 

it got away. Now they were feeling pressure 

to prove themselves. 

“Here’s a dead one,” she said, kneeling 

in the shade of a buttonwood tree. It was a 

banded water snake, and it wasn’t actually 

dead, just sluggish. Clipboard balanced on 

her knee, Michelle jotted notes about the 

weather and habitat. I wasn’t much help 

with the search. It was all I could do to dodge 

branches of the caustic poisonwood trees that 

grew everywhere along the levee road. When 

we came upon a clearing, I asked Michelle 

what, exactly, I was looking for. 

“You need to have a search image,” she 

said. For the python, she had two. In grassy 

or shady areas, she expected to see it coiled 

up to conserve heat. In the open verge where 

the grass meets the road, pythons stretch out 

to soak up the sunlight. “They’re not used to 

getting eaten, either,” she said. “Them and 

gators—that’s really the top of the food chain 

now. So unless you’re a giant gator, I think 

the pythons are like, ‘Whatever.’ Until you 

get a little close. Then they’re like, ‘Okay, 

maybe I should start moving.’” 

Eight miles west, the state police were 

conducting a training exercise on an aban-

doned rocket test site. I could feel the dull 

thud of large explosions rippling across the 

sawgrass. We took a break at a water control 

station. The sun glinted off the windshield 

of a car driving toward us. The levee road was 

gated, and the vehicle, a PT Cruiser, wasn’t 

a state vehicle.

“What is this human doing out here?” 

Michelle said. 

The driver stopped and rolled down his 

window. He had an FWC permit to hunt py-

thons and had never been on this road before, 

he said. Was it passable? Michelle and Jim 

nodded and the man drove on. I could hear 

branches scraping the side of his car when 

Jim and I got up to survey the other side of 

the canal. Jim moved to the Florida Keys in 

1979 after college and never left. His first job 

was catching wild sharks and transporting 

them to marine parks all over the state. Most 

of his work now is terrestrial, but the way 

he lumbered down the levee road suggested 

that he was still adapting to land.

“We’re right on the frontier of python-

landia,” he said, peering into a lacy clump 

of bracken fern. “We’re trying to identify 

patterns of land use, timing of movement, 

timing of activity, type of activities—any-

thing that we can use as an Achilles’ heel.” 

Adult Burmese pythons don’t have any 

natural enemies in Florida, and in some ways 

they have more in common with oranges 

than with alligators, the only other animals 

out here who match them in size and power. 

Both oranges and pythons originated in the 

tropics of Asia and were later introduced to 

Florida’s subtropical environment, where 

they now proliferate. Neither species handles 
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the cold very well. The worst cold snap in 

decades descended on Florida in January 

2010, damaging citrus orchards and wiping 

out entire vegetable crops. Stunned iguanas 

fell out of trees, littering patios all across 

South Florida. In Everglades National Park, 

it’s estimated that half the Burmese python 

population succumbed to subfreezing tem-

peratures, including nine of the ten pythons 

that Frank Mazzotti had outfitted with ra-

dio transmitters. But for reasons that remain 

unclear, many pythons survived and their 

numbers have since rebounded. 

“The subspecies that got imported to the 

U.S. primarily came from Myanmar, and is 

primarily of that southern race,” Jim said, 

raising his voice to be heard above an F-16 

streaking toward Homestead Air Force Base. 

“We got the Confederates instead of the Yan-

kees. Right now we’re trying to figure out if 

you ship a bunch of Confederates up north, 

do they die of cold?”

The provisional answer is not all at once. 

A biology professor at Davidson College re-

located ten male Burmese pythons from the 

Everglades to an outdoor enclosure in South 

Carolina. They thrived for seven months until 

temperatures dipped below freezing. None 

made it through January, but two hardy 

specimens hung on in burrows for eight 

frigid nights during a prolonged fourteen-

day freeze, the same unusual weather system 

that killed so many of their Florida brethren 

in 2010. Another study using climate model-

ing indicates that the Burmese python and its 

close cousin, the Indian python, would find 

suitable habitat in a crescent-shaped swath 

of the U.S. extending from southern Cali-

fornia to Texas and Oklahoma, across all of 

the Gulf states, to the coastal plains of the 

Atlantic seaboard south of Washington, D.C. 

But a hospitable climate is only one variable 

among many that allow an invasive species to 

spread, and right now, pythons are infiltrating 

the Florida Keys. If they could pick off the 

scouts, or the first pythons to colonize here 

in the Southern Glades, Jim said, they could 

forestall a full-scale invasion. He was show-

ing me an invasive tree, a spindly Australian 

pine brought to Florida as a windbreak, when 

suddenly he wheeled around on his heels. 

“Oh! That’s a blue!” He lunged at a powder 

blue butterfly the size of a dime. “Come on, 

land!” Jim tracked it to a thicket, where it 

settled on a cocoplum leaf. “And it’s a . . . hair-

streak, okay,” he said. The fine white stripes 

on the butterfly’s wings proved that it wasn’t 

a Miami blue, which is almost extinct in the 

wild. The 2010 cold snap hit Bahia Honda, 

the blues’ last major enclave in the Keys. 

The butterfly’s host plant was the first plant 

to bud when the weather warmed. Inciden-

tally, that same plant was the only available 

food source for invasive iguanas. The iguanas 

ate the leaves, and along with them the last 

generation of Miami blue butterfly eggs—a 

dramatic example of the unpredictable and 

irreversible impact invasive species can have 

on native ecology. 

We rendezvoused with Michelle to com-

pare notes. Our survey of canal C-110 took 

three hours and yielded two banded water 

snakes (one dead) and a musk turtle shell 

picked clean by vultures—but no Burmese 

pythons. On the way out, as we drove past the 

razor-wire perimeter of the juvenile deten-

tion facility, Jim spotted a turtle in the road. 

He asked Michelle to stop but she refused.

“What?” Jim said. “You’re just going to 

leave him for the vultures?”

Michelle flashed him a tour guide Barbie 

smile and chirped, “Circle of life, Jimbo-slice, 

circle of life!”

M
ichelle and Jim work out of the 

Daniel Beard Center located in 

Everglades National Park, a low 

concrete building painted flamingo pink and 

aquamarine. The center is a monument to 

Florida’s peculiar history of invasions of one 

form or another. Built in 1964 on a reclaimed 

tomato farm in the heart of the Everglades, its 

retro color scheme disguises its original func-

tion as a missile base designed to intercept 

nukes launched from Cuba. The tomatoes 

and missiles have been replaced by invasive 

Brazilian pepper trees, a relative of poison 

sumac brought to Florida in the 1840s for use 

in Christmas decorations. Now the state is 

resetting the ecological clock by scraping the 

earth down to the limestone marl. 

I could hear the rumble of heavy equip-

ment in the distance when I visited the center 

one day to talk to Skip Snow, a federal wildlife 
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Left: Dusty Crum shows off a dead python for the media at a check-in station  

Right: Captain Jeff Fobb of Miami-Dade Venom One holds a python at a Python Challenge kick-off event in Ft. Lauderdale

biologist and godfather of Burmese python 

research in Florida. As I walked into his 

laboratory, the odor of unrefrigerated meat 

filled my nose, a gamey funk that reminded 

me of butchering deer in my family’s garage. 

Skip leaned over a lab table and examined 

a decapitated eight-foot Burmese python. 

Its head was in a sandwich bag destined for 

scientists at the University of Alabama.

“This one got run over by a tractor right 

outside the station,” Skip said. “That’s why it 

looks a little messed up.” Dressed in a t-shirt 

and jeans, Skip resembled a college professor 

on vacation. His graying goatee and thin-

ning hair were offset by his deeply tanned 

face and scalp. Skip has caught hundreds of 

Burmese pythons and performed necropsies 

on hundreds more. He has no illusions about 

the scale of Florida’s python invasion, or the 

efficacy of the Python Challenge. 

“We do not have any proven tools for the 

control or eradication of invasive reptiles on 

the landscape level, we just don’t,” he said. 

“Eradication means every single animal. All 

size classes, all sexes. It’s hard to make that 

connection to people that say, ‘Well, all you 

need to do is get eight hundred hunters.’ No. 

That’s not an effective tool.”

Running my fingers over its scales, I mar-

veled at the python’s simplicity. There is noth-

ing superfluous about a large constrictor. It 

has no need for limbs, fins, wings, horns, fur, 

venom, an enormous brain, or any of the other 

fussy adaptations other creatures developed to 

catch food, reproduce, and avoid being eaten. 

It’s essentially a feeding tube endowed with 

an appetite as voracious as it is indiscriminate. 

Scalpel in hand, Skip made a long incision in 

the python’s white underbelly. 

“Their digestive process is so harsh and 

complete that they dissolve all the bone, 

all the teeth,” he said. “The only thing that 

really remains is keratin.” He palpated the 

python’s digestive tract. “Feels like we’ve got 

some bolus here,” he said, slicing open the 

intestine. He squeezed a few brown pellets 

covered in a syrupy liquid onto a metal tray, 

stirring them with his finger. “End product 

of a bird meal,” he mumbled to himself. The 

cabinets in Skip’s lab overflow with Ziploc 

bags containing a ghastly smorgasbord of 

wildlife recovered from dissected pythons. 

Some bags are pillowed with wads of possum, 

bobcat, or deer fur. Others hold a few ounces 

of alligator claws and scutes—the bony ridges 

and scales that make up a gator’s armor—as 

delicate as flaked quartz. Most contain a few 

eroded quills and bills of water birds such 

as herons, grebes, egrets, ducks, coots, ibis, 

limpkins, rails, and one Fregata magnificens, 
the magnificent frigatebird, a large tropical 

seabird that spends most of its life soaring 

over the open ocean. How the unfortunate 

frigatebird ended up so far inland is a mystery 

that delighted Skip.

“It’s like Christmas,” he said. “Most of the 

time it’s like a lot of science, it’s just pretty 

routine and pretty boring. You open things 

up. You get the data. And every now and then 

stuff like that happens.” 

Florida’s python problem came to public 

attention in 2005, when a helicopter pilot 

buzzing over Shark Slough, a remote part 

of the Everglades, spotted a dead python 

floating in a marsh. The thirteen-foot snake 

had swallowed a six-foot alligator and burst 

open like an over-inflated inner tube. A 

gruesome photo of the gator’s hindquarters 

protruding from the python’s bloated carcass 

made international news. Headlines hyped a 

confrontation of Godzillian proportions. The 

National Geographic Channel dedicated an 

entire program to the discovery, complete 

with animated recreations. Consensus was 

that the epic battle ended in a fatal draw, with 

the dying gator disemboweling the python. 

Many web commentators were unsettled by 

the idea that the American alligator had to 

now share its title as heavyweight champion 

of the Everglades with a foreign invader. 

They claimed the photo was a hoax, or offered 

their own theories to explain how the gator 

ended up inside the python, including one 

scenario where the python was impaled by 

a flying gator during a hurricane. Skip’s field 

necropsy told a different story. The gator 

was partially digested. It had been inside the 

snake’s gut for some time. 

“On occasion you’ll find bills of birds 

that poked through a python’s stomach 

and it gets encased in protective tissue, 

like a little cocoon. There’s no bleeding, no 

impairment.” Skip paused to make sure I 

understood, and said, “It survived having 

its stomach ruptured from the inside.” He 

speculated that an infection from wounds 

caused by the gator killed the python long 

after the gator died. “But who can say?” he 

said with a shrug. One thing he knows for 

certain: Burmese pythons don’t typically 

explode after swallowing prey. They are ex-

quisite eating machines, capable of increas-

ing the size of their hearts by forty percent 

to digest animals with a body mass almost 

equal to their own. No matter how feisty it 

may be, a six-foot gator is just another item 

on the python’s menu. Skip picked up a pair 
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of scissors and butterflied a webby mem-

brane of fat cells, revealing glistening yellow 

eggs the size of ping-pong balls clustered in 

the python’s body cavity. 

“That’s a lot of python babies,” I said.

“The number of egg follicles inside a cap-

tured snake doesn’t tell you the whole story.” 

Skip scooped the eggs onto the lab table. “To 

make a population model, you need to know 

how many babies they have. So the important 

number is how many hatched, and that means 

finding nests.” But few python nests have 

been found, which explains why estimates 

of the Burmese python population vary so 

widely. In August 2012, researchers captured 

a monster 17-foot-7-inch, 165-pound female 

carrying 87 fertilized eggs. Even if Frank Maz-

zotti’s best hope for the Python Challenge 

came true, one pregnant python could still 

replenish all the snakes killed in the contest. 

Eradicating pythons from Florida is prac-

tically impossible. They can only be con-

trolled, like firearms. In 2010, the FWC 

banned sales of Burmese pythons and re-

quired pet owners to register their snakes, 

making Florida the only state where it’s easier 

to buy a Colt Python revolver than an ac-

tual python. The FWC also hosts amnesty 

days when people can turn in unwanted 

pythons, no questions asked, but no ban or 

amnesty program can address the pool of 

“illegal” pythons already circulating in the 

Everglades. Perhaps the only thing that can 

stem the Burmese python invasion now is 

the Burmese python itself. 

“There’s a lot of work we need to do,” 

Skip said, thinking aloud. “You could use 

female pheromones in a broadcast way to 

confuse males and prevent them from breed-

ing. Maybe. It’s like a risky investment in a 

portfolio. There could be a really huge return 

on investment, it could be a game changer, 

but it might also fail.” 

Skip swept the eggs and the rest of the 

python’s remains into a garbage bag. We took 

it to a clearing at the side of a dirt road. Scat-

tered on the ground were scores of python 

carcasses in various stages of decay. Some 

formed sine waves of white rib bones in the 

long grass; others were shriveled like rotten 

banana skins. Skip turned the garbage bag 

upside down. A bloody ball of flayed skin and 

pink muscle rolled into the weeds. He stood 

over it, shaking out every last scrap of entrails. 

“Recycling,” he said. Black vultures circled 

overhead. Of all the bird quills and beaks I 

saw in Skip’s cabinet of digested wonders, I 

didn’t recall seeing any belonging to a vulture. 

I nudged the python’s carcass with my foot, 

disturbing a cloud of feasting flies that seemed 

to appear out of nowhere. Vultures and flies, 

they were the big winners in this war. 

I 
wasn’t having any luck catching a Bur-

mese python, though not for lack of 

trying. I spent a day skimming over 

sawgrass prairie in an airboat with two old 

gladesmen who believed the government 

was a bigger threat to the Everglades than 

pythons. I hunted pythons with Jeff Fobb, 

who instructed me on the basics of wran-

gling dangerous reptiles while simultane-

ously critiquing the limits of neoconservative 

objectivism. “I am a producer, and all things 

that flow from my production are beneficial,” 

Fobb chuckled, poking a stick into the un-

derbrush, “even the pollution.” I went on a 

six-hour night cruise in a minivan driven by a 

near-sighted Nicaraguan shipping clerk who 

ran over so many frogs that it sounded as if 

the road was made of bubble wrap. I searched 

for pythons with one of the co-authors of the 

invasive reptile study published in Zootaxa, 
who also moonlights as a cast member on the 

reality program Gator Boys. As a consolation 

for not finding any snakes, he showed me a 

secret location outside Florida City where 

lime-colored veiled chameleons from Yemen 

clung like exotic fruit to the branches of a gi-

ant strangler fig tree. I called Ruben Ramirez 

to see if I could hitch a ride with him, but 

he was boycotting the Python Challenge 

because the FWC didn’t count four snakes 

he turned in that week. They even searched 

his house for pythons he might have stashed 

before the contest started.

“We’re busting our ass to catch some 

snakes,” Ruben shouted into the phone. 

“I’m not freakin’ Scarface, dude, you know? 

I mean, raiding my house like I’m a drug 

dealer for a freakin’ python? I’m doing them a 

freakin’ favor! Every time I go out it costs me 

a hundred bucks, you know what I mean?”

I heard through the python hunter grape-

vine that Michelle McEachern almost caught 

a twelve-foot “Burm” while resurveying ca-

nal C-110. She grabbed the snake by the tail, 

but it was anchored around some mangrove 

roots and escaped into the water. 

One morning after hearing this story, I 

stripped the case off my pillow, filled a wa-

ter bottle, and drove through Florida City 

toward C-110. Florida City is the Detroit of 

South Florida. That’s the name thirty families 

from the real Detroit gave their swampy new 

hometown in 1910 before they realized their 

mistake and moved back North, taking the 

name with them. Florida City hasn’t changed 

much since then. Its main industry is still ag-

riculture, and tourists don’t stray far from the 

gas stations, outlet stores, and mold-stained 

motels lining the stretch of the South Dixie 

Highway that cuts through town. I passed 

fields of peas, tomatoes, corn, green beans, 

and wax beans. In one field, migrant workers 

moved slowly under the baking sun, car-

rying red plastic pails of zucchini on their 

shoulders. I stopped to ask a supervisor if 

he’d seen any pythons.

“Oh yeah, if the weeds get too long, we 

get the pythons,” he said. “When they disc 

the fields, they find the pythons all cut up.”
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A few miles from the entrance to Ever-

glades National Park I saw Jimmy Meyer, an 

unemployed steel worker and python hunter 

I’d met on the trail a few days earlier. He 

was standing by the gate to canal C-111E, 

smoking a cigarette. I told him I was headed 

over to C-110. Did he want to join me? He 

jerked his thumb toward his three young 

children sweating in the backseat of his wife’s 

banged-up Hyundai. 

“We’ve been walking all morning,” he said, 

“and I got to get the car back before my wife 

goes to work.” Glancing at me from beneath 

the rim of his ball cap, Jimmy took a long drag 

on his cigarette. “C-110? I caught two black 

racers out there last week,” he said. “Man, 

they’re fun.”

“Do they bite?” I said.

“That’s all they do is bite.” Jimmy laughed 

and flicked his cigarette butt into the canal. 

“The thing to do is hold him right up to your 

face, just out of striking range, and look him 

in the eyes. He’ll concentrate on your face and 

won’t bite your hand.” I thanked him for the 

advice and drove away. By the time I parked 

my car near the juvenile detention facility, I 

was having second thoughts about hunting 

pythons by myself. It was illegal, for one 

thing; I didn’t have a permit. I wanted Jimmy 

to come with me because he did have an FWC 

permit, and because I lacked the presence of 

mind to attempt hypnosis on a snake that was 

trying to bite my face. In the end, it didn’t 

matter. I scoured C-110 until dusk, scaring up 

ducks, herons, anhinga, and a big gator that 

launched itself into the canal with a heavy 

splash. But no pythons. Walking back to my 

car, I recognized the PT Cruiser from the 

other day, scraping through the cocoplum 

branches hanging over the levee road. The 

driver asked if I’d seen any pythons. I told 

him about the twelve-footer that got away.

“Can you show me where?” he said ex-

citedly. Middle-aged, balding, he seemed 

harmless enough despite the eight-inch knife 

strapped to his hip. I climbed into the back 

seat next to a cooler labeled with a piece of 

masking tape that read DANGEROUS REPTILES. 

We exchanged pleasantries as I directed him 

toward the spot. His name was Jim Howard, 

from Fort Lauderdale. He was a “left seat” for 

U.S. Airways. 

“Left seat?” I asked.

“I’m a captain,” he said with a modest shrug. 

“Here, take the wheel a sec.” He stood on the 

driver’s seat, poking his upper body through 

the sunroof. I lunged over the console to keep 

the car from drifting into the canal.

“So you’re an airline pilot?”

“Yup,” he said. He put his foot on the steer-

ing wheel. “Okay, you can let go now.” We 

crept down the levee road in second gear, 

Jim steering with his foot and hanging out of 

the sunroof like a seventeen-year-old prom 

queen in a rented limo. It was almost dark 

when we found the break in the mangrove 

where Michelle lost the twelve-footer. Jim 

got out and shined his flashlight around. 

Something skittered in the leaf litter and 

emerged among the tangle of gray-fingered 

mangrove roots. It was a brown basilisk, an 

exotic reptile from Central America also 

known as the Jesus Christ lizard for its ability 

to walk on water. It skated across the canal on 

its hind legs as blue tilapia, invasive fish from 

North Africa, nipped at insects in its wake.

“There could be ten pythons right there 

and we could never hardly know it,” Jim 

said. He walked down the road, waving his 

flashlight over the dark thicket of cocoplum 

and poisonwood trees. “I mean, look at this! 

There could be five million of them out here. 

It’s like looking for sharks on Miami Beach.”

P
ython hunters with FWC permits 

didn’t compete directly with regular 

Python Challenge contestants. Each 

group had its own pool of prize money at 

stake. It was only fair. Permit holders could 

hunt anywhere except the national park. Or-

dinary contestants were limited to searching 

in wildlife management areas north of the 

Tamiami Trail. The difference between the 

two areas was starkly evident on my GPS, 

which displayed python sightings dating 

back to the mid-Nineties as little red flags 

pinned to a digital map. Roughly 95 percent 

of the flags were in areas of the Everglades 

off-limits to Python Challenge contestants. 

Experienced python hunters arm them-

selves only with pillowcases, maybe a snake 

hook, at most a knife. They took a dim view 

of the contestants. Jimmy Meyer called 

them “machete masters.” News coverage 

of the challenge did little to improve upon 

this description. In media accounts across 

the country they were portrayed as an army 

of machete-wielding, gun-toting rednecks 

slashing and blasting their way through the 

Everglades. In this regard, Roy Suggs, a con-

tractor from Bradenton, Florida, was catnip 

for reporters and television producers. He 

had the backwoods drawl, the camouflage 

boonie hat, the shotgun and machete. The 

first thing he told me when I met him at a 

campsite off the Tamiami Trail was that you 

could spot him walking through the swamp 

in background footage of a CNN story about 

the Python Challenge.

“I hate snakes, man,” he told me. “I mean, 

I got my gun, but you can’t shoot from the 

roadway or nothing. But in the woods, I bust 

his ass.”

Suggs was like a lot of the guys I grew 

up with in upstate New York. If they didn’t 

have the excuse of a contest to head into the 

woods with a shotgun or rifle slung over their 

shoulder on their day off, they’d be there 

anyway, plugging holes in old refrigerators 

and washing machines. Killing snakes was a 

bonus. A few miles down the road from Sug-

gs’s campsite I met five young lawyers at the 

FWC check-in station. They were unloading 

shotguns and bandoliers of shells from the 

trunks of their cars. Each had a semiautomatic 

pistol strapped to his thigh, or tucked into 

his waistband, or holstered to his hip. One 

brought an AR-15 semiautomatic carbine, 

but he left it in the trunk when he heard 

about the rifle ban. They ducked under a gate 

and stood atop a levee road that shot straight 

through miles of open sawgrass prairie, not 

a poisonwood tree in sight. All at once, they 

cupped their hands around their mouths and 

lit cigarettes. Looking down sheepishly at his 

feet, one of the lawyers said, “Do you see 

anyone other than myself in snake boots?”

“I don’t think you’ll need snake boots out 

here,” I said. 

“Don’t tell him that,” his friend said. “He 

just bought them.”

 “We’re heavy on guns, cigarettes, and 

bravado,” another observed, “and light on 

information.” They hailed from Brooklyn, 

Chicago, Florida, Georgia, and North Caro-

lina. All but one went to law school in Miami. 

Some of them stayed in Florida to work as 

state prosecutors or defense attorneys. Since 

graduating, they didn’t see each other too 

often and the Python Challenge provided 

an occasion to get together. “Just so we can 

feel blue-collar again, you know?” said the 

guy from Brooklyn. 

They walked five abreast down the levee 

road, pausing to take pictures of one another. 

“We’re like Vogue guys,” one of them joked. 
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“It’s like Cosmo magazine out here.” I was 

in the midst of explaining how to search for 

pythons when I got a call from Devin Bel-

liston. He and Blake were driving up to Fort 

Lauderdale with a twelve-foot python in 

the trunk. They yanked it out of the man-

grove off C-110, Devin said, right where I 

told him it might be. We agreed to meet in 

twenty minutes. Hanging up, I noticed a big 

alligator wallowing in the marsh at the foot 

of the levee. The lawyers had walked past it.

“Guys,” I shouted. “Gator!” They ran to 

the edge of the levee and started taking pic-

tures. One of them crab-walked down the 

embankment, cradling his shotgun. 

“Hey! Don’t shoot it!” His friend shouted.

“I’m going to take a picture of it for my 

folks,” he said.

“Pet its face!”

“Yeah, sit on it!”

“I’m not even going to go close.”

“Honestly, I don’t even know if it’s alive.”

“It’s alive, dude.”

“I want him to charge.” 

“Look at him. He notices me. Come on up, 

buddy, I’ll give you something.” 

“Yeah, she’s wiggling.”

“Don’t shoot that. It’s a big ol’ fine.”

“I’m drawing. Doesn’t mean I’ll shoot. I’m 

drawing, though.”

The indifferent gator basked on its bed 

of sawgrass, unblinking, flanks slowly ris-

ing and falling like armored bellows. As I 

turned to go back to my car, one of the law-

yers stopped me and said, in courtroom dead-

pan, “I just want to tell you that what the 

FWC is doing here is irresponsible. This is a 

very dangerous competition, and somebody 

is going to get hurt.”

“We should be sprinkling our business 

cards along the trail,” his friend said, and 

they all burst out laughing.

I 
followed Silent Night to a gravel park-

ing lot near a busy intersection. Blake 

popped the hatch and hoisted a blue 

plaid flannel sack—sewn by Devin’s mother, 

a home economics teacher in Utah—over his 

shoulder. “It was a battle,” he said. They 

played tug-of-war with the python for twen-

ty minutes until the snake wore out. It was 

the biggest one they’d ever caught. “Now 

you’ll see it’s like a stuffed animal,” Blake 

said. He set the sack in the grass and untied 

the knot. “You can pet it on its head and it 

won’t even open its mouth.” 

The python emerged from the sack hissing 

and poised to strike. Blake grabbed it by the 

tail. The python doubled back on itself and 

struck at him, snagging a tooth on his jeans. 

Blake shook it off. “Boy, he’s getting cranky,” 

he said. The python reared back for another 

strike. “I’m not scared to catch him,” Devin 

said, “but I’m scared to let him strike because 

he has a bigger range than the ones I’m used 

to.” Watching Blake and Devin dodge and 

weave around the python, snatching at its tail, 

waving their hands, I thought of medicine men 

performing a ritual dance. There’s something 

supernatural about a person who doesn’t fear 

snakes. The fiery-eyed Pentecostal minister, 

speaking in tongues and waving rattlesnakes 

around; the Indian snake charmer, playing his 

flute to a wicker basket full of cobras; even the 

guy at the reptile exhibit with the albino boa 

dangling around his neck seems endowed with 

a kind of dark magic. Rubberneckers braked 

to watch Blake and Devin’s snake dance. One 

guy pulled over to take pictures.

Exhausted, the python fell limp and Blake 

scooped it up. 

“You want to hold him?” he asked.

“Are you sure it’s okay?”

Blake looped it over my shoulders. “Just 

hold him tight,” he warned, “or he’ll get 

his teeth in you.” I gripped the python hard 

behind its knobby jawbones. Its wedge-

shaped head was the size of my hand, and 

its body was as big around as a two-liter soda 

bottle. To support its weight I adopted the 

pose of a scarecrow, arms outstretched. The 

python wasn’t limp. It had the latent energy 

of a coiled spring. I could feel its powerful 

muscles rippling against the back of my neck, 

tensing and relaxing. The only part of it that 

moved was the tip of its tail, which curled 

around my ankle in a gesture that seemed 

more reflexive than predatory.

“He’s beautiful,” I said. 

“We wish we could send him home to Asia 

and let him go, you know, because they’re 

endangered over there,” Devin said. “And 

here we’re killing them.”

Blake and Devin took the python to the 
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University of Florida to be cataloged and 

euthanized. It was such a fine specimen that 

Frank Mazzotti’s team decided to implant 

it with a radio transmitter and return it to 

canal C-110 as part of the redundantly named 

“Judas snake” program. The idea is that the 

snake will betray its fellow travelers and lead 

researchers to their secret hiding spots. The 

“twelve-footer”—it turned out to be a little 

over eleven feet—earned Blake and Devin 

$1,000 in the Python Challenge for the lon-

gest snake. Ruben Ramirez’s boycott of the 

contest didn’t last longer than our brief con-

versation about it. The eighteen pythons he 

turned in accounted for more than one quarter 

of all the snakes caught during the contest 

(68). He donated his $1,500 prize to charity.

W
hile I was in Florida, I often 

cruised for pythons in the 

neighborhoods west of Krome 

Avenue, letting the little red flags scrolling 

across the screen of my GPS dictate my route. 

One evening I found myself near Chekika, 

a picnic area just inside the boundary of Ev-

erglades National Park. Mist drifted over 

the fields, and frogs hopped across the road. 

While stopped at an intersection, I noticed a 

serpentine shape on the asphalt, about three 

feet long and thicker than a garden hose. It 

wasn’t a strip of shredded tire, or a broken 

fan belt. Nor was it a native copperhead. It 

dawned on me that I was staring at a Burmese 

python hatchling, and I froze, gripped by 

the same panic that overcame me at sixteen 

when I saw my first buck on opening day of 

deer season. Hunters know the feeling as 

buck fever; or in this case, python fever. The 

hoarse screech of a night heron unnerved 

me into action. I texted Devin Belliston for 

advice. His reply came almost immediately. 

Grab it and throw it in the trunk
Devin assumed that I understood what 

he meant by “grab,” and that my rental car 

had a trunk. He also didn’t know that the 

python was so close that I couldn’t open my 

door without spooking it. We exchanged a 

few more texts, sorting out the details of the 

situation. All I wanted was reassurance that 

it wouldn’t bite me. 

It will definitely bite, Devin texted. It will 
only hurt for a few minutes, but the pride of 
catching a Florida python will last forever.

I’d never thought of them as Florida py-

thons, but Devin was right. The hatchling 

lying on the road next to my car was as au-

thentically Burmese as I was Irish. It was 

born in the Everglades. It had as much claim 

to Florida as the snowbirds and tourists, the 

sugar cane and oranges—invasives, all—that 

have fueled the state’s economy and con-

tributed to the permanent destruction of 

more than half the Everglades. The python 

wouldn’t be considered such a big problem 

if it brought something to the table instead 

of eating everything on it. I climbed over the 

passenger seat, holding a plastic Walgreen’s 

shopping bag in one hand. On my other hand 

I wore a canvas workman’s glove that I found 

on the side of the road. I crept around the back 

of the car, trying not to think of the python’s 

three rows of needle-sharp teeth. 

When I turned to attack, it was gone. ø

Tattersall, a new collection of short 
stories by Texas writer Laurie Coker “deftly 
follows an impressive range of storylines, 
exploring the challenges and aspirations 
that make her characters’ lives unique and 
compelling . . . . by turns sentimental, shining 
a warm light on the memories of youth, and 
also dark and emotionally complicated.”

— KIRKUS REVIEW
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through Barnes 
& Noble or your 
local bookseller.
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twilight, back-alley deal 

at a strip mall in subur-

ban Los Angeles was my 

first taste of Nashville.

I drove down out of 

central L.A. on one of 

those endless afternoons 

when the sun seems less 

to set than dissolve in the 

permanent haze of dust and car exhaust. I had noth-

ing to guide me but an address written on the back of 

a drug-store receipt. Extracting myself from the five-

lane flotilla of commuters, I pulled off the highway 

and headed toward the coast down a commercial strip 

in suburban Torrance. I was nervous and almost missed 

my turn—an alley between Silvio’s Photoworks and a 

run-down nutrition center. As instructed, I passed the 

main store, the front windows dark and secured with 

safety grilles for the night, and pulled into the rear lot. 

The back of the building was windowless, like a for-

tress; the parking lot of buckled asphalt was deserted. 

I knocked three times on the back door, sending flakes 

of gray paint feathering away from the steel. 

Silvio himself answered and ushered me through 

the back hall, past the toilets, file cabinets, and stacks 

of empty boxes, into the main sales space. 

“I was just setting up,” he said. “Take a look around.”

The space was dimly lit, but I immediately saw what I 

had come for—in a semi-circle stood five pedal steel gui-

tars, two double-necks and three singles, each a waist-

high oblong box on four metal legs topped with what 

resembled a guitar neck, except there were many more 

strings. They were made to be noticed, some trimmed 

in chrome, others with multicolor inlay, boxy bodies 

varnished to a high shine—vibrant aqua, red-stained 

curly maple. Amid the efficient displays of black and 

silver-bodied cameras, the guitars were as prominent 

as hot rods in a limousine parking lot.

“You play?” Silvio asked. I shook my head.

“Me neither,” he replied. “But don’t they look great?”

He went into the back and came out with a mid-sized 

amp. I wanted to touch the guitars, but didn’t dare, 

contenting myself with meandering around the store 

and pretending to look at cameras. I was waiting for John.

He arrived a few minutes later, nodded hello, and 

wasted no time in getting to the business at hand—test-

ing out the instruments in the room. He pulled out his 

playing bar and shook his National picks out of a black 

plastic film case and fit them on the thumb and first two 

fingers of his right hand. Silvio hooked up the amp and 

John sat down and pulled up to the first guitar—a black 

Emmons double-neck with bright atom-like symbols on 

the fret board. With the bar in his left hand, he tuned, 

played a lick, tuned again, played another lick. 

“Nice, but that’s too much guitar,” he said, switching 

to a cherry-red Sho-Bud.

This one he passed over with the comment, “Hear 

that cabinet drop? That will cause you trouble.”

Next in line was the most diminutive of the bunch, 

a black Excel single-neck E9, with chrome trim and a 

series of offset triangles in primary colors down the fret 

board that gave the instrument an op-art flair.

“Where did you get this one, Silvio?” John asked, not 

expecting an answer. He caught my eye. “Excel is the Fuzzy 

guitar company. Mitsuo Fujii—the Japanese cowboy.”

He sat down at the guitar.

“This is it,” John said, playing a few country licks. 

He crouched down and looked underneath the body, 

depressing the pedals and inspecting the mechanics that 

raise and lower particular strings.

 “Perfect first guitar,” he said, adding, “Want to try?”

I hesitated. He handed me his picks.

I got behind the steel and took his place, sliding my 

knees under the guitar and between the two sets of 

hanging knee levers, placing my right foot on the angle 

of the volume pedal, and letting my left hover above 

two of the three pedals that were attached with stain-

less steel rods to the body of the instrument. My lower 

body was now completely limited in its movement—I 

felt like I was being fitted for a musical brace.

John handed me his heavy steel bar.

Taking a deep breath I placed it above a fret, strummed 

the thumb pick over the ten strings, and depressed and 

released the pedals under my left foot. Out of the muddy 

dissonance of all those strings sounding at once there 

emerged a satisfying I-IV-I chord change. 

“It’s a good one—it fits you,” John said, “And you’ll 

be able to carry it. It’s light.”

A
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Silvio brought out the Excel’s velvet-lined 

flight case. While he and I discussed a price, 

John flipped the guitar over, strings down, 

and began to take it apart with precision, 

like a soldier dismantling a rifle. Every one 

of his motions—the tuning, the playing, the 

packing—seemed to have the unconscious 

authority of a secret society handshake.

The Excel may have been a featherweight 

compared to the other guitars, but I still 

staggered when John handed it off to me on 

the way to my car. My two-door hatchback 

squeaked in protest as I loaded the case into 

the trunk. Silvio followed us out into the 

twilight. To close the deal, I handed him a 

bank envelope stuffed with cash and drove 

back down the alley.

U
p on Olympic Boulevard, the 

lounge of Trader Vic’s serves up 

golden mai tais to tourists look-

ing for island flair. The interior of the bar is 

dark and made to look like the interior of a 

Polynesian hut—rustic-looking canoes hang 

from the ceiling, oblong tribal masks decorate 

the walls. If you put the back of your wicker 

chair to the windows that frame the traffic 

outside, it is possible to imagine that you 

are in the islands, or at least in Disneyland’s 

Enchanted Tiki Room. 

Other Los Angeles tiki bars, like the Tonga 

Hut in North Hollywood or the 12-stool 

Tiki-Ti’s on Sunset, may offer a more unique 

experience, but Trader Vic’s has succeeded in 

establishing a Polynesian worldwide stan-

dard. The interior, the cocktails, and, most 

of all, the music, have become synonymous 

with how we conceive of Hawaiian, or South 

Sea Island, culture. The music in particular 

is integral in creating the island ambience; 

the gentle sound of ukuleles and the sliding, 

singing steel guitar create a sound as unmis-

takably “Hawaiian” as a hula skirt or a luau. 

Restaurants like Trader Vic’s experienced 

a surge of popularity in the 1950s and ’60s, 

in part due to America’s involvement in the 

South Pacific during the Second World War 

and Hawaii’s statehood in 1959, but the fas-

cination with Hawaiian culture, and music 

in particular, started much earlier.

A reported 17 million people visited the 

1915 Panama-Pacific International Exhibition 

in San Francisco, with the Hawaiian pavilion 

being one of the most popular attractions. 

Though there had been Hawaiian musicians 

at expositions on the mainland from the late 

nineteenth century on, the PPIE is often 

cited as the event that started the Hawaiian 

craze. Visitors may have been titillated by 

hula dancers in risqué grass skirts, but the 

real draw was Keoki E. Awai’s Royal Ha-

waiian Quartet. Crowds were fascinated by 

the “Hawaiian sound,” in particular with 

the whine and twang of the Hawaiian slide 

guitar, the kika kila. This instrument looked 

like an acoustic guitar, but was placed flat on 

the knees and played with a metal bar that 

slid up and down the strings. The sound 

that emerged was hypnotic, even alluring, 

and quite unlike anything that Americans 

had heard before.

The Hawaiian steel guitar is most com-

monly believed to have been created by 

Joseph Kekuku in the late nineteenth cen-

tury. Kekuku reportedly tried a number of 

implements on the strings—a pocket comb, 

a penknife, the blunted edge of a straight 

razor—before settling on a four-inch steel 

bar that he held in his left hand. The Hawai-

ian guitar, or lap steel guitar, is an oblong, 

stringed instrument, usually placed on the 

knees or on a stool right in front of the player, 

who uses a steel bar in one hand and either 

fingerpicks or a plectrum in the other to ac-

tivate the strings. It is not the body of the 

guitar (which is usually made of wood or 

Formica) that gives the steel guitar its name, 

but the bar—when moved up and down the 

metal strings, it gives all steel guitars their 

signature penetrating wail and whine.

The mania for the Hawaiian sound was 

arguably the first multimedia-driven music 

phenomenon, successfully disseminated by 

traveling performers, radio, recordings (some 

Edison cylinders are of Hawaiian groups), 

and mail-order catalogues that sold not only 

instruments but instruction manuals and 

gear. Interest was sustained by the efficient 

marketing of teaching studios like the Ho-

nolulu Conservatory of Music, run by the 

Oahu Publishing Company, which offered 

guitars and related products, multiple lev-

els of instruction, and guitar clubs. Veteran 

player Lloyd Green, one of the most recorded 

steel players in history, got his start when 

an Oahu salesman stopped at his home in 

Mobile, Alabama. 

“Door-to-door salesmen were pitching the 

Oahu course,” he recalled when I spoke to 

him recently on the phone. “My dad worked 

for the military during the war and we were 

living in this beautiful area. This guy came 

around and was giving lessons, and he said, 

‘We don’t take students under ten,’ but I 

had pretty much a photographic memory, so 

when he heard me play he said, ‘We have to 

have this kid in this class.’ I studied the Oahu 

music until I was fourteen, though I was 

playing professionally by the time I was ten.”

At its peak, the Oahu Publishing Company 

operated 1,200 teaching studios, the last of 

which closed in 1985. Their success meant 

that the Hawaiian guitar sound would leave 

its mark on a variety of genres, including 

jazz, country, and gospel. Robert L. Stone’s 

recent, remarkable ethnography of the 

African-American religious steel tradition, 

or “sacred steel,” includes evidence of how 

the Hawaiian guitar and the Oahu schools 

had a distinct impact on a particular style of 

African-American music for worship. Like 

Lloyd Green, early sacred steel player Troman 

Eason learned to play steel in Philadelphia 

through a branch of the Oahu school. Just as 

steel was taking hold in the swing ballrooms 

of Bakersfield, California, African-American 

players were integrating steel into worship 

in churches up and down the East Coast. 

Another key to the multi-genre success 

of the steel was its early amplification; most 

estimates place the first electrified steel guitar 

in Texas in the mid-1930s, before the electri-

fication of the traditional guitar. It was loud, 

which gave the instrument a huge advantage 

in a raucous church meeting or overcrowded 

honky-tonk. By the time guitar manufactur-

ers had successfully amplified the traditional 

guitar, the steel had already established a role 

in many ensembles. As players integrated 

the steel in various styles, the instrument 

lost many of its associations with Hawaii and 

became known as the lap steel, more in def-

erence to the manner of playing than to the 

instrument’s origins. It was easy to transport, 

easy to buy, easy to play, loud, and remarkably 

adaptable to different genres—the steel had 

established itself as an American instrument. 

A 
lap steel is efficient—lightweight 

with clean lines, portable and 

straightforward. Belly-up and dis-

mantled in its case, on the other hand, my sin-

gle-neck Excel doesn’t even look like anything 

remotely musical. The legs and pedal rods are 
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tucked away in a tightly bundled pleather roll; 

the pedals, attached to a long metal slat, poke 

upright from their custom-built velvet slot. 

The main body of the guitar, upside down, is 

hollow, wooden, and filled with parallel alu-

minum rods of varying lengths that look like 

they come from a vintage Erector set. Little 

squares of yellowing foam are tucked behind 

some of the joints to smother the sound of 

the mechanics while in use. 

Since the lap steel’s electrification, mu-

sicians have looked for ways to expand its 

harmonic capabilities; some early experi-

ments included multi-neck steels, with each 

neck tuned differently so that the player 

could switch from neck to neck while play-

ing. These look a bit like writing desks made 

of guitar necks; like most furniture, they 

are clumsy and incredibly heavy—some of 

them more than one hundred pounds with 

the case. (An early four-neck custom gui-

tar, played by young steel prodigy Barbara 

Mandrell, is on display in Nashville at the 

Country Music Hall of Fame.) They never 

really became popular. 

When I asked various players about who 

first put pedals on a lap steel, no one could 

give me a clear answer; what all were in agree-

ment about, however, was the first pedal steel 

song: Webb Pierce’s “Slowly.”

Listening to the track today, the three-

second intro sounds like nothing special—

Bud Isaacs plays a standard pedal steel guitar 

riff before the voice launches into what is 

now a country classic. But in 1954 it was the 

first time a sound like this had been used in 

a recording, and it had a dramatic effect on 

the steel community.

Like many players, Lloyd Green first heard 

the song on the radio and immediately went 

about trying to replicate the sound. He bored 

two holes in the side of his double-neck Fend-

er, hooked the mechanics of a screen door 

handle over the second and third strings of 

the guitar and attached it to a pedal, which 

when pressed could mimic the Bud Isaacs 

effect. The method was inconvenient, to say 

the least, as the friction of metal against metal 

caused the strings to break every few hours of 

playing, but Green recalls that it was worth 

the hassle. Other players used coat hangers 

or button hooks—it would be a while before 

anything as advanced as the workings on my 

Excel would be developed. 

To a layman’s ear, the pedal steel and the 

lap steel sound alike—even identical; the dif-

ference is almost purely technical. For play-

ers, the addition of pedals and levers to raise 

and lower particular strings created a new 

world of harmonic and chord possibilities, 

so much so that tinkering around with your 

own pedal steel has become a trademark of 

the instrument itself. Each player seems to 

have developed his own formula of knee le-

vers, pedals, and strings to make the changes 

that he prefers. Many pedal steels are custom 

built (currently there are no major companies 

producing them; most are made by private 

artisans in small workshops) and if they are not 

specially constructed to your particular needs, 

it is possible to change the guitar yourself by 

making a few adjustments here and there. 

More so than with many other instru-

ments, it is particularly difficult to learn to 

play the pedal steel, simply because there is 

no standard instrument. A quick Internet 

search unearths dozens of pedal steel instruc-

tion manuals on the market—tape, video, and 

book courses on technique, tone, and how to 

speed up your licks. But for the beginner, 

just buying a pedal steel is already a hurdle. 

With a used guitar, you have no idea what 

you are getting; not only does the quality of 

the construction vary, but how the pedals and 

levers are set up, and how they function, var-

ies, too. This renders any instruction manual, 

no matter how good, completely useless.

On the radio, the pedal steel sings on coun-
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try, gospel, jazz, and pop stations throughout 

the day: a pop solo on Eric Clapton’s “Tears 

in Heaven,” the dreamy melody of Santo & 

Johnny’s classic “Sleepwalk.” It is possible 

to hear a pedal steel for years, whether in 

film, on the radio, or live in concert, without 

ever noticing a player. In a band setup, the 

pedal steel player is usually at the back of 

the stage, leaving the front-man duties to 

the lead singer or guitarist. The instrument 

doesn’t really lend itself to grandstanding; 

for the most part, sitting at the pedal steel is 

about as sexy as sitting at a sewing machine. 

Steel players are, in a way, handicapped—it’s 

hard to emote when you’re busy with your 

instrument from the armpits on down. Aside 

from the occasional nod or smile, most play-

ers are focused on what is happening on the 

fretboard in front of them.

P
aul Franklin was the first person I 

ever saw play the pedal steel. It was 

the late ’90s in Nashville and he was 

playing at the Station Inn on 12th Avenue 

South with the newly formed Time Jump-

ers. At that time, the area was seedy at best. 

Abandoned warehouses dotted the street, 

and other than the music venue, the only 

landmark was a porn store, identified by a 

large neon X, that loomed like a guard tower 

over the nearby highway. 

The Station Inn is known for its bluegrass 

acts, but the Time Jumpers drew a large crowd 

with their blend of quick, danceable western 

swing. My friends and I chose a table up front 

and got a pitcher of beer and a basket of pop-

corn. The venue is small, and unlike most 

pedal steel players, Franklin sat toward the 

front of the stage so the audience could clearly 

see what he was doing. At first, he supported 

the main tune played by the fiddle, but then 

he launched into a lightning-fast solo, his 

fingers flying effortlessly over the strings.

At the time, I was studying Rossini and 

had been working for several months on 

developing improvised coloratura for the 

conclusion of an aria. In opera, coloratura   

describes runs, trills, or other ornamenta-

tion used to elaborate a melodic line. The 

technique is quite demanding physically 

and requires an inordinate amount of focus, 

breath control, and melodic precision on the 

part of the singer. Quite unexpectedly, I was 

struck by how the pedal steel solo mimicked 

sung coloratura, that Paul Franklin’s fingers 

turned his instrument into operatic soprano, 

flashy, fleet, and confident. 

Since his arrival in Nashville from De-

troit in the early ’70s to play with Barbara 

Mandrell, Paul Franklin has been a fixture 

of the Nashville scene. Where Lloyd Green 

had been a product of the Hawaiian steel 

guitar craze, Franklin emerged from the pedal 

steel “Golden Age” of the late ’60s and ’70s. 

At no other time since has there been such 

an interest in the instrument. There were 

plenty of players coming out of California, 

Texas, Oklahoma, and the Deep South, but 

Nashville was the recording center of coun-

try music and musicians flocked to the city 

looking for chances to play. By the mid-60s, 

players like Pete Drake and Lloyd Green were 

working on up to 500 recording sessions a 
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year, sometimes three or four sessions a day; 

Buddy Emmons, “Sneaky” Pete Kleinow, and 

Tom Brumley developed highly individual 

sounds that led to solo steel albums like 

Suite Steel and Pacific Steel Co. and to custom 

equipment for the steel like an EBow made 

for multiple strings. Innovations and play-

ers were featured in a short-lived magazine 

called Steel Guitarist that released six issues 

before it ceased publication in 1981. There 

was an attempt to create a more standardized 

instrument to satisfy the growing number of 

ambitious pedal steel students. The Jeffran 

Method, created and developed by guitarist 

Jeff Newman in the ’70s, continues to be the 

most accessible way to learn the pedal steel 

if one isn’t fortunate enough to have access 

to a private teacher.

I 
was lucky to have met John, and one 

couldn’t ask for a better teacher, but 

learning the steel is about so much more 

than just getting down the right moves.

“You’ve got to watch that left hand like a 

hawk,” he says.

For months, I watched my left hand like a 

hawk. By 2007, I had been playing my Excel 

for a little over a year, making weekly treks 

from Venice Beach down to San Pedro to take 

lessons with John in a room off his garage. 

Over time, I had grown accustomed to the 

instrument. What had initially felt like an 

awkward brace on my knees became more 

and more an agreeable prosthetic as my lower 

body learned to exert the right pressure on 

the levers and pedals. The name “guitar” is 

almost a misnomer for the pedal steel; aside 

from the fact that the classical guitar and 

pedal steel guitar both have strings, I found 

that the number of strings, and different 

tuning and playing position, made it more 

similar to playing a piano. 

I bought National picks and molded them 

to curve over the pads of the first two fingers 

of my right hand. I learned to cup my palm 

slightly, so as to be ready to mute the strings. 

I trained my left hand to have a firm but flex-

ible grip on the steel bar, to keep it loose to 

create a natural vibrato, but not so loose that 

I’d lose the pressure on the strings. Still, most 

of the time my pitches weren’t in tune and 

my vibrato sounded like an accident.

From the very first day, when I purchased 

my Excel in that camera shop in Torrance, I 

had felt like an apprentice. So much of learn-

ing the pedal steel was a hands-on practice 

that the mentor/student dynamic became 

essential. John recorded our lessons, so I 

could review and practice during the week, 

trying to imitate his sound. When it became 

difficult to remember sounds by ear, I began 

to learn to fill in my own personal ten-line 

(for the ten strings) tablature. 

Written down, pedal steel notation looks 

like guitar notation that’s been infused with 

algebra. Along the ten lines were clusters of 

numbers indicating the fret; my pedals were 

indicated by letters (A, B, C), and my knee 

levers by their position (the left knee left 

lever, for example, was abbreviated LKL). 

The result was a complex cipher of numbers, 

letters, lines, and arrows that related to the 

music about as much as the punched holes in 

an old player-piano roll. Like a fingerprint, my 

notation was unique to my guitar, specifically 

designed to reflect my own set-up of pedals, 

levers, and harmonic short-cuts.

Remembering certain licks and melodies 

was one thing, but the real challenge was 

good tone. After about six months, I man-

aged to get a decent sound out of my guitar, 

but nowhere near the dulcet tones that John 

seemed to get out of his. Good tone is the 

one thing that can’t really be taught; it is 

the secret formula that every steel player is 

searching for.

There is such a thing as musical alchemy, 

and I was already familiar with it. Long before 

I ever got near a pedal steel I sang concerts in 

Austria, Switzerland, and France—programs 

of Messiaen, Schoenberg, and Debussy. The 

kind of apprenticeship that I was experienc-

ing with pedal steel was familiar; in the clas-

sical world, there is an accepted devotion of 

student to teacher, a relationship that not 

only influences the style of playing but can 

shape a student’s career. My last mentor, dra-

matic soprano Hilde Zadek, was the reason I 

moved to Vienna in early 2000.

Opera singers will talk about the “sweet 

spot.” The sweet spot is the secret formula 

that every singer is looking for. This is the 

imaginary spot you focus your voice on in 

your head when you sing a high note and it 

feels effortless, like the note is singing itself, 

and you could sing it forever as if you were 

just made of air. You learn to recognize what 

the sweet spot feels like physically since it 

is difficult to hear it while you are singing. 

For me, this effortless, perfect sensation was 

always accompanied by what I can only de-

scribe as a “whooshing” sensation in my ears. 

For singers, the search for the sweet spot 

leads to odd metaphors—like “sing that high 

B flat as if an egg were cracking open at the 

back of your throat,” or “imagine an ocean 

wave rising up from your pelvis.” There are 

no such metaphors in the pedal steel world; 

instead, players often have their own tech-

nical formula for good tone. Some swear by 

certain cables, pre-amps, speakers, picks, or 

bars; others claim it has to do with a certain 

order of operations, the high cut on the amp, 

or the amount of pressure exerted on the 

bar at certain points along the fret board. As 

with singing, the solution is often highly 

individual and almost impossible to fully 

communicate. It is something you have to 

learn yourself along the way.

I
n 2008, I left the West Coast and headed 

east, driving through the suburban tide 

pools of greater Los Angeles and into 

the San Gorgonio Pass. It was winter, and 

by late afternoon day was fading as I drove 

into the desert, the red lights topping a forest 

of wind turbines blinking arrhythmically 

against an impossibly fuchsia sky. My des-

tination was Nashville, but my first stop was 

the Southwestern Steel Guitar Association 

Convention in Arizona.

I pulled in late to a nondescript chain hotel 

on the outskirts of Phoenix that had nothing 

much to recommend it but the price. After 

a restless night, I picked up my convention 

materials and entered a strange universe. If 

learning the pedal steel is like an apprentice-

ship, then this was like a meeting of the guild. 

The conference room at the back of the hotel 

was dominated by a main stage with a house 

band that backed a lineup of invited players. 

Along the back and side walls a number of 

vendors had booths to sell their own steel 

innovations—music racks, pre-amps, screw-

on drink holders. 

The crowd was small, mostly senior, and 

predominantly male. I was one of a half-

dozen women at the convention, and I was 

certainly the only one under fifty, which 

made me something of a novelty. Barbara 

Mandrell, the only woman to have been in-

ducted into the Steel Guitar Hall of Fame, 

once commented that the steel is “not a 

masculine instrument—it’s an amazing in-
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strument and as long as you’re a tomboy 

and you can lift some weight it’s doable.” 

Still, Mandrell remains an exception. Most 

players are men.

That first night, I ended up having a tequila 

contest with a jovial songwriter named “No-

Neck” Dean before I stumbled back to my 

room and couldn’t sleep. The low thud of pre-

recorded play-along country tracks was coming 

through my wall from the cowboys next door.

I interrupted the pedal steel party and they 

apologized for the noise, invited me in for a 

Pabst, and offered to restring my guitar. I 

brought over my Excel, and while cutting 

strings and tuning my guitar, they told me 

their life stories—accidents while working on 

oil rigs, broken heels, broken hearts, rehab, 

wrecked cars, divorce—stories like country 

songs. They didn’t seem to want any sympa-

thy, but apparently took pleasure in recount-

ing the facts. The two cowboys were lifelong 

friends and pedal steel enthusiasts, and came 

to the convention every year to listen to the 

players and stay up late noodling around on 

their own guitars to pre-recorded rhythm 

tracks. Though talented on the guitar, they 

never thought to perform. They were happy 

just to be there.

The convention itself was a curious pocket 

of music lost in time, a church devoted to 

preaching the gospel of ’50s and ’60s country 

and western swing. The majority of the play-

ers paid homage to the greats, attempting to 

reproduce famous solos like the one Buddy 

Emmons played for Judy Collins’s “Someday 

Soon,” or Norm Hamlet’s solo on Merle Hag-

gard’s “Silver Wings.” At the time of the con-

vention, Ray Price was still alive and working 

in Texas, actively touring and recording, but 

here he might as well have been dead for 

decades, his music preserved Lenin-like in 

static exercises of devotion. The audience 

seemed happy to hear the same songs with 

the same solos repeated several times during 

the day, as if listening to a mantra. 

There were a few exceptions—Al Vescovo 

delivered some smooth renditions of jazz 

classics, and Dan Tyack ripped it up with a 

fuzzy, gospel sound—but for the most part, 

the convention was a musical museum. The 

pedal steel guitar, for all its innovative po-

tential, was reduced to nostalgic playback. 

On my last evening at the convention, Stu 

Schulman, a player based in Alaska, and I 

decided to get some food before the Johnny 

Bush show. The hotel restaurant was closed, 

so we headed across a parking lot wasteland 

to a strip mall that had a few semi-ethnic 

assembly-line-style chain restaurants. Over 

some tacos in plastic baskets, he asked if I’d 

ever been to Scotty’s. I shook my head. 

“I used to go every year,” he said. “St. Lou-

is. Those were the days—dangerous too. You 

couldn’t leave your gear alone for a second, 

even in broad daylight in front of the hotel. 

It would be gone.”

Later that night I went online and found 

the website for Scotty’s Music, Inc., a self-

described “steel guitar paradise.” Dewitt 

“Scotty” Scott, a Texas native, founded a 

steel shop in his basement in 1966, and began 

organizing steel guitar conventions two years 

later. By the mid-70s, the convention in St. 

Louis was the biggest of its kind and brought 

together players from all over the world, 

including Japan and Norway. Like the Oahu 

schools for the Hawaiian guitar, early steel 

conventions formed a network that promoted 

the instrument, offered a platform for crafts-

men, and, most importantly, attracted new 

players. In this kind of environment, the 

atmosphere was less about preservation than 

innovation. From what I heard players saying 

in Phoenix, however, the main convention 

in St. Louis isn’t what it used to be.

From its peak in the ’60s and ’70s, the pedal 

steel world has been shrinking. In St. Louis 

there has been a steady decline in vendors and 

attendance in the past decade. Small shows 

like the one in Phoenix may not be growing, 

but their numbers have been holding steady, 

if only because they deliver the no-risk, tra-

ditional country sounds that many players 

love. Conventions, which used to be hubs 

for discovering new techniques and sounds, 

are now more like fan clubs. For that reason, 

I didn’t just stand out at the Phoenix steel 

show because I was young and a woman; I 

stood out because I wasn’t a member. 

The next morning I packed my steel and 

headed toward North Texas. As the sun 

was setting, and long into the blue evening 

hours, I kept pace with a freight train riding 

the tracks beside the highway. Like me, it 

was heading east. My finger was constantly 

finding the seek function on my car radio; 
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the airwaves were a desert. Every so often I 

would latch onto a local radio station—gos-

pel, country, oldies—and one of the songs 

played at the convention would emerge in its 

original version. The steel was in the air as I 

drove past Dallas and through Arkansas; it 

was playing when I crossed over the Missis-

sippi River; it was ringing in my ears when 

I reached the end of my journey and parked 

my car on Belmont Boulevard in front of my 

new home in Nashville.

I
t’s been almost a decade since I first heard 

Paul Franklin play with the Time Jump-

ers. These days, the Station Inn looks 

like a relic. Gone are the abandoned ware-

houses and seedy porn store; the area has 

undergone a complete cosmetic and concep-

tual overhaul. The intersection of Division 

and Twelfth, now known as the Gulch, is 

crowded with homogeneous condos, organ-

ic-friendly restaurants, and a gym offering 

boot-camp classes. One of the Gulch web-

sites promoting the area proclaims it “true 

Nashville.” The front stoop of the Station 

Inn is now illuminated by the neon of an 

Urban Outfitters across the street.

The Time Jumpers still play together but 

have moved to another longtime Nashville 

venue, 3rd and Lindsley, where they play 

most Monday nights. I recently caught a show. 

The place was packed, the crowd mostly above 

sixty, with the exception of a few young East 

Nashvillians with nostalgic facial hair. The 

group is still made up of some of the best 

players in town; their playing is so tight it’s 

loose, and they’re clearly having a good time. 

Most of the evening consisted of their trade-

mark western swing style, with its chirpy, 

up-tempo beat and virtuosic solos, a classic 

country idiom that satisfied the majority of 

the audience. The highlights were a sultry 

version of drummer Billy Thomas’s “Blue 

Highway Blues” and a searing rendition of 

the Buck Owens classic “Together Again.”

The arrangement for the latter was spare; 

the three fiddles and the accordion pretty 

much lay out for the whole number, leav-

ing Vince Gill and Paul Franklin to turn the 

song into a duet between voice and pedal 

steel. At its finest, the pedal steel breathes 

within the framework of a song, swelling to 

fill the empty spaces and retracting when the 

mood demands it, and the best players do this 

intuitively, weaving a kind of musical spell 

that holds other elements of a live show or 

a recording together. Franklin is more than 

impressive as a quick picker, but this solo 

was true gold—a coy melodic line that he 

spread over the strings with relaxed twists 

and bends of his steel bar in a manner so ef-

fortless, it seemed playful. He filled the club 

with a round, honey-like sound. 

As other pedal steel players say, “Franklin 

has tone for days,” which is one of the rea-

sons that he is one of the most sought after 

players in town. For session work, where 

many producers want the instrument to “just 

sound like a steel,” it is easy to rely on stock 

licks and picking patterns to deliver a clichéd 

country sound. Players like Franklin, who 

have a unique style, are becoming more and 

more rare. 

When I ask about young players, many 

guitarists just shrug. In the last ten years, 

many of the greatest pedal steel players have 

passed away: Jeff Newman, Tom Brumley, 

Hal Rugg, John Hughey. These days, Dan 

Dugmore, Russ Pahl, Mike Johnson, and 

Paul Franklin are the main session players 

in Nashville. In a place where you can find 

a lead guitarist on almost every corner, and 

which has experienced a musical renaissance 

of sorts in the last decade, it’s surprising that 

all four still remain the go-to steel players in 

town, despite the generation gap. There just 

isn’t a new wave of young players coming up 

who can replace the quality of the old guard.

R
ecently, I met a friend at his studio 

in East Nashville to listen to some 

of his new demos. The second track 

featured a beautiful pedal steel solo. 

“Who played that?” I asked.

“No one,” he answered, pulling up a win-

dow on his computer. “It’s Wavelore.”

Wavelore is an online company that offers 

software for the replication of what, until 

now, were instruments that were difficult 

to convincingly reproduce digitally: dobro, 

pedal steel, theremin, zither. The Wavelore 

Pedal Steel Guitar is a software library that 

uses single note samples, instead of pre-

recorded licks or patterns, to let you design 

custom pedal steel guitar sounds without 

ever getting near an actual instrument. If 

you play around with the pitch bender and 

add some reverb, it is difficult to distinguish 

the software from a real player when it’s set 

into a track. There is even a function that 

distinguishes between blocking (muting) a 

string with a pick or with the side of your 

palm. The sounds I had thought were played 

by a session player were, in fact, oblong black 

boxes on my friend’s monitor where the pedal 

steel line was represented by constantly mor-

phing, nebulous green wisps. Technology 

has finally caught up with the complexities 

that had protected the pedal steel from digital 

replacement: one can now get an authentic 

pedal steel sound without using a real player.

There’s no debate that the recording in-

dustry has undergone a massive upheaval in 

recent years, and Music City, USA—despite 

the fact that the local music industry gener-

ates almost $10 billion in annual economic 

activity—has not been spared. Music Row 

continues to shrink. Many venerable old 

studios like the House of David have either 

relocated or closed their doors, while Vander-

bilt University snatches up real estate in the 

area as it expands over 21st Avenue South. 

As production budgets for recording projects 

shrivel, producers and musicians opt for more 

cost-efficient home studios; as music soft-

ware improves, they can do without session 

musicians as well. The community that had 

nurtured the individual sounds of Buddy 

Emmons, Lloyd Green, and Paul Franklin 

is slowly disappearing.

The pedal steel was always an instrument 

on the fringes, but as the number of innova-

tive players dwindles it appears to be enter-

ing a period of terminal decline. Software 

like Wavelore is convenient, but merely 

compounds the problem. When a computer 

program can pass itself off as a real pedal steel, 

the resulting sound may be satisfying, but it 

fails to incorporate one of the most essential 

aspects of musical creation—that every player 

is also an inventor, creating his own individual 

technical and musical formula out of experi-

mentation and failure. The instrument itself 

was the result of trial, error, and ingenuity. 

If Bud Isaacs hadn’t wanted something more 

than his lap steel could offer him, the pedal 

steel might never have become the uniquely 

American instrument that it is today. What 

is true of every musician becomes acutely 

evident when one hears the gold spun by a 

seasoned pedal steel player on a custom instru-

ment. Technical innovation cannot replicate 

the human element. There is no substitute for 

the mysteries of musical alchemy. ø
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Arkansas is known for its spectacular natural places, from the majestic 

views of our mountains to the quiet radiance of our prairies. We are 

the Natural State, after all. Natural beauty is what we do—and why 

so many locals and visitors love hiking on our trails, swimming in our 

lakes, and biking on our roads.

 

But lately, people are discovering something else that the state has to 

offer, because something special is happening in Arkansas: something 

that makes entrepreneurs and artists want to make our Natural State 

home. Arkansas is becoming a center of creative activity—of creators, 

enterprises, and institutions that support a vibrant artistic local culture. 

There is so much talent in our state, and we are fortunate to have a 

community that supports and nurtures our creative visionaries.

We’re grateful for the businesses that underwrite performances and 

exhibitions. For the colleges and universities that educate our state’s 

next artists and business owners. For the public spaces that provide a 

gathering space for cultural events.

 

We could go on, but instead we hope you’ll browse this special  

Oxford American advertising section and consider supporting and 

patronizing these investors, businesses, and developers who are helping 

Arkansas reach its full potential as a center of creative economy.

 

Invest in Arkansas.

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 

Join us as we invest in Arkansas.

People who make their mark in Arkansas tend to plant roots here, too. After 
all, ours is a state of culinary gems and cultural treasures. We’re home to one 
of the nation’s finest art museums in Crystal Bridges, and Kiplinger Magazine 
recently named Little Rock the #1 place to live for small to mid-size cities.  Live 
in Arkansas, and you’ll live it up.

Live in Arkansas 
and live it up

Are you
Arkansas bold?



A mountain oasis awaits you and your friends in The Natural State. Browse the boutiques and take in the sights, 

from acclaimed art galleries to breathtaking botanical gardens. For a girlfriends’ getaway, there’s no better 

place than Arkansas. ORDER YOUR FREE VACATION PLANNING KIT AT ARKANSAS.COM OR CALL 1-800-NATURAL.

Botanical Garden of the Ozarks, Fayetteville #VisitArkansas

YOUR TRIP BEGINS HERE

Eureka Springs > Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, named a top global destination > War Eagle Mill/War Eagle Bridge, Rogers > Post Winery, Altus
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A R K A N S A S  C R E A T I V E  E C O N O M Y

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 

Piano Kraft offers  
a large selection of pianos 

and digital pianos. 

Choose from new Yamaha,  
Kawai, Young Chang, or pre-owned 
Steinway, Yamaha, Kawai, Baldwin,  

and other  major brands.  

If you’re looking for service, tuning,  
or piano moving, call Piano Kraft.

1 2 2 2  M A I N  S T R E E T
L I T T L E  R O C K  A R  7 2 2 0 2

5 0 1 - 3 7 2 - 1 4 4 6
PianoKraft.com

Call about piano availability in your area.

See what others are saying – Little Rock has a progressive 
mindset, vibrant visual and performing arts scene, and an 
extraordinary quality of life – a place where the creative 
economy is alive and well. Enjoy our city’s beautiful outdoors 
and illuminated bridges. Explore our hip Hillcrest or South 
Main neighborhoods or taste your way through our 
restaurants and artisanal food scene. Little Rock is  a great 
city to experience – whether for a weekend, or a lifetime. 

Junction Bridge > To see more visit LittleRock.com

NAMED 
ONE OF AMERICA’S  

“FIVE SECRET 
FOODIE CITIES” 

BY
FORBES TRAVEL 

GUIDE

RANKED #1 
“AMERICA’S  

10 GREAT PLACES 
TO LIVE” BY 
KIPLINGER’S 
PERSONAL  
FINANCE 

MAGAZINE

EDITOR’S  
CHOICE IN  
OUTSIDE 

MAGAZINE’S  
“BEST TOWNS 

 OF 2013” 

RANKED #1 
“MOST LIVABLE 
CITIES OF 2013” 

BY
 MSN NETWORK, 

DEC. 2013



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 

S O U T H  O N  M A I N  I S  A  P L A C E  F O R  C E L E B R AT I N G  O U R  R I C H  
S O U T H E R N  H E R I T A G E  O F  F O O D ,  M U S I C ,  L I T E R AT U R E ,  A N D  A R T.  

C O M E  E X P E R I E N C E  T H E  S O U L  O F  H O S P I T A L I T Y !

For a complete program listing, including free and ticketed events,  

visit www.southonmain.com/events

AS WE

A premier cultural experience featuring 

the best of Southern cuisine, by Chef 

Matthew Bell, and live arts performances. 

The restaurant offers a sophisticated but 

unpretentious atmosphere with a creative 

and accessible menu.

The Oxford American presents music, film, literary, and culinary programming at the  

South on Main stage that relates to the content of the magazine, making it a three-

dimensional extension of our mission to explore the complexity and vitality of the region. 

South on Main—where the Oxford American goes from the page to the stage.  

I n  assoc ia t i on  w i t h

OxfordAmerican.org

1 3 0 4  M a i n  S t r e e t  i n  L i t t l e  R o c k ,  A r k a n s a s    |    S o u t h o n M a i n . c o m    |    F a c e b o o k . c o m / S o u t h o n M a i n L R

P
h

o
to

s 
b
y 

E
li

za
b
et

h
 S

tr
an

d
b
er

g,
 A

rs
h

ia
 K

ah
n

, 
an

d
 D

av
e 

A
n

d
er

so
n

 



 - 70 - S P R I N G  2 0 1 4 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 

A R K A N S A S  C R E A T I V E  E C O N O M Y

arhub.org    |    facebook.com/ARInnovationHub    |    twitter.com/ARInnovationHub

ARKANSAS REGIONAL  
INNOVATION HUB

Increasing innovative and entrepreneurial 
activity in Arkansas by developing, 

attracting, and retaining the talent that  
will build the state's economy.

Arkansas 
Heritage Sites

Cultural Icons
Educational Laboratories

Economic Catalysts

Hemingway-Pfeiffer 
Museum, Piggott

Lakeport Plantation, 
Lake Village

Southern Tenant 
Farmers Museum, 
Tyronza

Rohwer Japanese 
American Relocation 
Center

Scan here to learn more about 
Arkansas Heritage Sites

Historic Dyess Colony: 
Boyhood Home of Johnny Cash

AState.edu
ArkansasState

ROOM
we know a

IS  R E A L LY A  C A N VA S

I.O. Metro is an Arkansas original and a proud part  
of the cultural fabric in this market and beyond.



AS WE



AS WE

“Would make the Bard proud...as close as an Arkansan  
can come to a seat at the Globe Theater.”

— Arkansas Democrat-Gazette

Henson Keys in 2013’s King Lear

866-810-0012

The 2014 Season is sponsored by

June 5-29, 2014 in Conway and North Little Rock, AR

Book by Roger O. Hirson
Music and Lyrics 

by Stephen Schwartz



The Delta Regional Authority works to create avenues of prosperity for the 10 million people across the 

Delta region through investments in infrastructure, transportation, workforce, healthcare, education,          

tourism, and the arts. In 2013, DRA partnered with Bridging the Blues, a tri-state collaboration of music 

organizations that included such events as the King Biscuit Blues Festival, which brings tens of thousands 

of music enthusiasts to Helena-West Helena, Arkansas, each year. Investing in projects that support jobs 

in our creative and cultural economy means that we can continue to make the Delta a great place to                

live, work, and play.

236 Sharkey Avenue, Suite 400, Clarksdale, MS / 1-888-GOTODRA / www.dra.gov

ALABAMA • ARKANSAS • ILLINOIS • KENTUCKY • LOUISIANA • MISSISSIPPI • MISSOURI • TENNESSEE

/Delta.Regional.Authority

@DeltaRegional

B.B. King Band at King Biscuit Blues Festival / Photo credit: Rob Hammons

Creating Jobs. Building Communities.
Improving Lives.



Enjoy iconic Southern sights and sounds.

It is our privilege to join Oxford American in continuing to bring legendary creators and 
performers of Southern music, arts, cuisine and letters to Little Rock and South on Main. 

CapitalHotel.com     |     501.374.7474     |     Find Us on Facebook

AS WE
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A R K A N S A S  C R E A T I V E  E C O N O M Y

Buffet Lunch: 
Mon - Fri

11:30 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

Dinner: 
Fri - Sat

5:00 p.m. - 10:00 p.m.

Visit the Winthrop Rockefeller Legacy Gallery 

and Legacy Theater to learn about the 

remarkable man who transformed Arkansas’ 

politics, economy, culture and education 

through his leadership and philanthropy.

Legacy Gallery & Theater

Visit our gift shop and find books, jewelry

and works from Arkansas artisans.

1 Rockefeller Drive | Morrilton, AR 72110
Petit Jean Mountain | 501.727.5435 | livethelegacy.org

A SURE DEFENSE:  
THE BOWIE KNIFE  

IN AMERICA

200 E. Third Street

Little Rock, AR 72205

HistoricArkansas.org

A museum of the  
Department of Arkansas Heritage

Through June 22, 2014
The world’s largest bowie knife 

exhibit ever assembled featuring 

more than 200 knives, including 

designs associated with James Bowie, 

and bowie knives once owned by 

Davy Crockett, Theodore Roosevelt 

and John Fox “Bowie Knife” Potter.  
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A R K A N S A S  C R E A T I V E  E C O N O M Y

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 

1510 South Main Street
Little Rock, AR 72202
Phone: 501.916.9022
essepursemuseum.com

1401 South Main Street
Little Rock, AR 72202
Phone: 501.410.3938
thebernicegarden.org

Phone: 501.410.3938
arkansascornbreadfestival.com

A cultural and shopping 
experience so rare you’ll forget 

you’re in the heart of Little Rock.

A hub of happenings, an oasis of 
peace and beauty, and home of an 
all-local organic farmers’ market. 

Rentable for private events.

Food, music and family fun 
with a southern accent and 
a side of soul – a don’t-miss 

November experience!



AS WE
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B
y the morning of April 

18, 2013, the news crews 

were already swarming 

West, Texas. The eve-

ning before, volunteer 

firefighters had rushed to the fertil-

izer plant on the north edge of town 

to put out a fire in a janitor’s closet. 

Within minutes of their arrival, the 

combination of fire, water, and am-

monium nitrate caused an explosion 

so strong that it registered as a small 

earthquake. A young girl standing on 

her front porch watched as her yard 

lifted and shuddered; the metal walls 

of the West ambulance station flapped 

like an injured bird. The two-story 

plant was gone, and in its place was 

a rubble-filled crater nearly 100 feet 

across. Hunks of concrete and steel, 

remnants of surrounding buildings, 

were scattered over thirty-seven 

blocks of residential neighborhoods 

surrounding the plant. The explosion 

killed fifteen people; twelve of them 

were firefighters and medics.

As news of the disaster spread that 

night, nurses and therapists and Red 

Cross volunteers from Waco and Clif-

ton and Bellmead hurried to West to 

assist; the Army showed up, as did 

agents from the Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, and Firearms—and, of course, 

the newscasters. The visitors stayed 

in West’s only hotel—a Best Western 

across the highway from the main part 

of town—with West residents who 

had nowhere else to go. The explosion 

leveled a good part of the north side, 

and dozens of families were prevented 

from returning to their houses, in case 

their roofs caved in.

One of the few people willing to 

give interviews in the hours and days 

after the explosion—willing, in fact, 

to give them over and over again—

was a young man named Bryce Reed. 

He served as a volunteer firefighter 

and paramedic in West, which gave 

him the authority to speak from the 

very center of the tragedy. And the 

newscasters were lucky to have him 

for other reasons: Reed is handsome 

and broad-shouldered, with a kind 

of folksy Texas eloquence. When he 

told about that night and the following 

days, his expressive face registered 

grief, shock, anger, and disbelief at 

what had happened to him and his 

town. He also had the kind of dramatic 

story that makes reporters drool: he 

let a Los Angeles Times reporter watch 

by Rachel Monroe

FIRE
B E H A V I O R
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him prepare to inform another firefighter’s 

family that their son was dead, and told 

CNN that he’d seen dozens of dead bodies 

at the site. During an Anderson Cooper 360 

feature, Cooper asked Reed if his home had 

been damaged in the blast. It was gone, Reed 

said emphatically. Gone. 

On April 25, Bryce Reed gave a eulogy for 

his friend and fellow firefighter Cyrus Reed 

during a memorial at which President Obama 

also spoke. Bryce stood at the podium in his 

West EMS uniform and shared stories of Cy’s 

fondness for fire and his mischievous habit 

of shooting cans of processed cheese with a 

BB gun. “Picture, if you will, waking up in 

the morning to find a fifteen-foot-diameter 

swath of compressed dairy product strung 

all over the backyard—fence, chairs, window, 

and sometimes the dog,” Bryce said, grin-

ning. Then his mood turned somber: “My 

brother would disagree, but I firmly believe 

that all privy to this incident can attest that 

my brother, and all those who lay with him, 

are heroes now and forever,” he said. “I would 

like you all to learn from my brother.” The 
Dallas Morning News described the eulogy as 

“rousing.” Only later did someone realize that 

part of it appeared to have been plagiarized.

T
he names of some Texas towns seem 

dreamed up to amuse tired drivers: 

Noodle, Blanket, China, Pandora, 

Oatmeal, Kermit. The town of West is, illogi-

cally, in Central Texas. In West, that comma 

is precious: “We love this town/and we fear 

God/and we all love our mommas/Welcome to 

West, Texas/Welcome to the comma,” crooned 

Joel Wood, a singer from West, in a song he up-

loaded to YouTube a week after the explosion. 

After the blast, a half dozen of my friends 

back east, uninitiated in the arcana of Texas 

geography, sent me worried texts. I am a West 

Texas volunteer firefighter, but the town I live 

in is about 500 miles west of West. These texts 

bothered me not because of the geographic 

ignorance they showed, but because they 

reminded me of my own ineffectiveness. I 

was a firefighter who had never put out a fire.

When I joined the Marfa Volunteer Fire 

Department in September 2012, everyone 

warned me that the real fire season wouldn’t 

start until the spring, when lightning storms 

would ignite the tall grasses that had been 

freeze-dried by the high-desert winter. The 

Marfa VFD had battled several of Texas’s big-

gest fires, including the previous year’s Rock-

house Fire, which burned more than 300,000 

acres and threatened the town of Marfa until 

the winds changed. 

But spring 2013 turned out to be one of the 

calmest seasons on record, and being a volun-

teer firefighter mostly meant making small talk 

about zoning at department meetings. I wore 

my Marfa VFD hat as I entered reports, baked 

cookies for the Christmas party, stood in the 

middle of the road waving a giant orange flag 

while a tow truck latched on to a car that had 

been, but was no longer, on fire. I did get to 

come home with my hair smelling like smoke 
once, when I helped battle ten-foot-tall flames 

shooting out of a propane tank—but our fire 

instructor had ignited the tank on purpose, so 

that didn’t really feel like it counted. 

“It’s the quietest I’ve ever seen it,” Marfa’s 

fire chief, Gary Mitschke, drawled during one 

of our weekly meetings. Everyone grumbled 

that he was jinxing us—now it wouldn’t be 

quiet anymore. We’d get toned out in the mid-

dle of the night for ranchland grassfires, for 

hay bales engulfed in flames, for smashed-up 

cars with their engines on fire. But part of me 

wanted something to burn. Say it again, Gary, 
I thought, guiltily. Call that fire into being.

I
n the weeks after the explosion, much 

of West was declared off-limits. People 

who lived within the blast’s immediate 

vicinity, in Zone 3, weren’t allowed to go back 

to their homes to fetch clothing or medication. 

Residents were advised to boil water before 

drinking it, in case of contamination. Food 

slowly rotted in powerless refrigerators. Still, 

the town seemed strangely full. There were the 

groups who’d come to help—the Red Cross, 

Texas Baptists Disaster Recovery, the Salvation 

Army—as well as the local, state, and federal 

law enforcement officers tasked with figuring 

out who to blame. At one point there were 

seventy ATF agents working on a potential 

crime scene that spanned fifteen acres.

Reed took advantage of the fact that anyone 

wearing a uniform could move around West 

a bit more freely. When the town’s doctor, 

George Smith, complained that he couldn’t 

get prescription pads and equipment from 

his office, Reed flashed his credentials at the 

checkpoint and smuggled Smith into the re-

stricted zone. He dressed a television producer 

in firefighter’s bunker gear and snuck him into 

ground zero. He stood weeping in his uniform 

at the site of the explosion. Eventually, the 

ATF told Reed that if he was spotted north of 

Oak Street again, he’d be arrested on the spot.

Meanwhile, Reed’s media appearances 

weren’t sitting well with everyone. “I guess 

he was looking for his fifteen minutes of glory,” 

West mayor Tommy Musaka said later. “I want 

people to know they are not brothers, and he is 

not part of our family,” Cyrus Reed’s sister, Sar-

ah, told reporters. “We want no link between 

our family and Bryce Reed; he took advantage 

of our family during an already overwhelming 

time with the loss of my brother.” A few nights 

after the explosion, Bryce Reed’s estranged 

wife, Brittany, called the cops, claiming he’d 

pulled a gun on her, and he was voluntarily 

admitted to Waco Crisis Care Center. 

Rumors began to circulate about Reed: he 

was embezzling from the EMS pension fund; 

he was using the explosion to get famous; he 

was selling his hero story to the news stations 

for money. And he was into explosives. People 

started avoiding eye contact when they passed 

him on the street. He became convinced that 

the ATF was tapping his phone. His Facebook 

posts were increasingly frantic: “I have not 

received ONE DIME from anything related 

to my presence on medica, and I am appalled 

at how people are tearing me apart. I am not 

crazy, I’m lost. This is INSANE! If you dont 

have nothing nice to say, please I emplore you 

to take my name out of your vocabulary and 

not speak ill. I am broken inside and out and 

cant take this. God Bless.”

In early May, a few weeks after the explo-

sion, Reed pulled into the parking lot of Bush’s 

Chicken to meet a friend. “Who’s that in the 

SUV?” she asked him. “They followed you 

over here.” Just then, ATF officers in blue 

nylon jackets swarmed Reed’s car. An agent 

handcuffed him and informed him that he 

was under arrest. 

The agents drove Reed to the blast site. As 

they stared at the place where his friends and 

colleagues had died—now just a bulldozed 

lot, a giant and obvious vacancy—one of them 

began to interrogate him. “Why did you build 

that bomb?” he demanded. “Why did you set 

that fire in the plant?” “Fuck you,” Reed said. 

“That’s bullshit.” The agents drove Reed to his 

house and sat him, handcuffed, on the front 

steps for all the neighborhood to see while 

they searched his house for three hours. That 

same day, the bureau announced that they 
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were opening a criminal investigation into 

the origins of the blast.

A
fter Bryce Reed was arrested, the 

same news programs that had fea-

tured him as a hero aired segments 

that showed him in a completely different 

light. Anderson Cooper, who had bonded with 

Reed over stories of his own brother’s death, 

broadcast a shot of Reed’s house—the one 

he’d said was “gone.” It looked nice enough to 

feature in a real estate ad. The Dallas Morning 
News examined Reed’s LinkedIn profile and re-

ported that it included false degrees and suspi-

cious management positions at defunct compa-

nies. “He may not have been what he appeared 

to be,” the article’s author noted ominously. 

Reed was “on leave from one job, fired from 

another,” a somber news announcer intoned. 

The New York Times reported that Reed’s arrest 

had not yet officially been linked to the blast, 

then spent seven paragraphs detailing how he 

had acted out after the explosion. 

The ATF seized Reed’s laptops, iPad, and 

iPhone, and found that a few months before 

the plant blew up, his search terms included 

“explosives,” “explosive ingredients,” and 

“instructions for making explosives.” Around 

that same time, he placed online orders for 

sulfur powder, red iron oxide, potassium 

perchlorate, magnesium ribbon, ammonium 

perchlorate, charcoal air float powder, and 

potassium nitrate—chemicals often used in 

amateur explosive devices. Meanwhile, in the 

McLennan County jail, it seemed as though 

everyone knew about the charges against 

Reed. “What’s up, Unabomber?” he recalls 

the guards taunting him. Reed was placed 

in solitary confinement (“because they were 

fucking with me”), where he remained for the 

duration of his stay at McLennan. 

W
hen I stopped by the West fire sta-

tion in late September, there was 

a handwritten sign taped to the 

front door: NO PRESS. I tried the door anyway; 

it was locked. I put on my Marfa VFD hat, 

hoping it might give me some kind of cred-

ibility as I lingered around the fire station in 

direct violation of posted signs. Eventually, a 

kind-faced man directed me to a nearby trailer, 

which he told me was serving as West EMS’s 

temporary headquarters while the new sta-

tion was under construction. I peered through 

one of its windows and saw Tom Marek, the 

longtime director of West EMS, slumped in 

a plush recliner in front of a flickering TV. 

I knocked, but there was no response, so I 

knocked again. Nothing. I cracked the door, 

but he didn’t move. “Hi, Tom?” I said. Marek 

looked completely zonked out, his head tipped 

back and his mouth drooping open beneath a 

bristly mustache. “Tom?” I said, louder. He 

didn’t move. I wondered if he was dead, and 

then I wondered if he was faking—maybe this 

was his version of passive resistance to press 

intrusion. He looked like a parody of a man 

asleep. I stood there for a minute, maybe two, 

wondering whether it was appropriate to touch 

his arm. I decided that it was not. Finally, I got 

in my car and drove back to Waco, where I had 

dinner alone in a mediocre Thai restaurant and 

thought about heroes. “It’s my birthday,” I told 

the server, who looked at me like she thought 

I might be lying. 

When I went back to the trailer the next 

day, Marek answered my knock right away. 

“Oh, I had allergy shots yesterday, and they 

really knock me out,” he said amiably. “Come 

on in.” When I asked him about the explosion, 

he recounted his story in a calm, procedural 

way, as if he had told it many times before. 

Partway through his account, Mike Reed, 

West EMS’s assistant chief, stepped into the 

trailer. “She already talked to Bryce,” Marek 

said. Mike sighed. I asked the two men if they 

thought Bryce had any role in the fire or the 

subsequent explosion. “No, no,” Mike said, as 

if the very idea embarrassed him. “Absolutely 

not.” No one in West thought that anymore. 

It wasn’t long before the hysteria that led 

up to Reed’s arrest began to seem overblown. 

Toward the end of July, the Texas Rangers 

presented the District Attorney with their re-

port on Reed and the explosion. “Based on the 

review I have completed thus far, I have seen 

no evidence linking him to the fire and subse-

quent explosion,” McLennan County District 

Attorney Abel Reyna admitted. “There was no 

evidence that Bryce Reed had any connection 

to . . . the fire,” said Crisanto Perez, the ATF 

agent in charge of the investigation. Reed had 

spent the day at home arguing with Brittany 

after picking her up from the Dallas airport 

(she’d just gotten kicked out of a Palm Beach 

rehab center), not creeping around, setting 

fires. But by that point the news cycle had 

moved on. There had been dozens of articles 

and TV spots about Reed’s heroism, and even 

more about his arrest, but few outlets paid 

much attention to his exoneration. 

B
ryce Reed was born in southern Illi-

nois, but spent most of his childhood 

in Rockwall, Texas, an affluent com-

munity a few miles east of Dallas. His mother 

worked as a nurse and a risk management 

officer at a local hospital, and his father was 

an operations controller on an oil pipeline. 

“The stress level at that job is just below air 

traffic controller, you know?” Reed says. “So 

those guys are wound pretty tight.” 

Reed grew up in a house with a pool and a 

twenty-foot flagpole decked out in spotlights, 

so the Stars and Stripes could fly all night 

without violating flag etiquette. Though the 

house is nice, it’s nowhere near as swanky 

as many of the mansions that line the lake 

here in Texas’s fourth-wealthiest county. At 

Rockwall High School, Reed felt invisible. 

“The average height for guys there is like 

6-foot-2,” he says. Girls from his graduat-

ing class went on to appear on The Bachelor 
and For Love or Money. “There are some that 

are Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders, a couple 

are Maverick Dancers, a couple have been 

in Playboy,” Reed says. “Rockwall is like the 

Beverly Hills of Texas.” 

For Reed, academic life wasn’t any better 

than the social scene. Though his intelligence 

is obvious—he told me that he thought his 

IQ had been measured at 140 or 150, which 

would make him smarter than about 99.9 per-

cent of the population—Reed didn’t find his 

classes particularly interesting. He preferred 

volunteering in the hospital where his mother 

worked, which he started doing when he was 

a kid. “My nickname was Doogie,” Reed says. 

“They let me draw blood, take blood pressure, 

help with minor surgeries, do procedures—I 

had no business being in the ER doing what 

I was doing—and I enjoyed it.” 

Reed remembers one day in particular, 

when he was around nine. “There was a hyper-

critical patient, and I saw doctors and nurses I 

really respected sweating bullets,” he wrote 

in an e-mail. “About fifteen minutes after 

we first started treating this lady, the staff 

was frantic. Nothing was working and she 

was crumping. [Then,] like something out 

of a movie, you could hear the faint sounds 

of rotor blades coming in to the pad. As soon 
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as the flight medic and nurse got to the ER, it 

was like the seas parted and they just owned 

this patient. I watched doctors, nurses, and 

Allied Health staff just breathe this big sigh 

of relief when they walked in. They saved 

that lady, and from that day forward that is 

exactly what I wanted to do.” 

R
eed has a quick mind, a deep desire to 

help people, a touch of ADHD, and a 

minor case of grandiosity, all qualities 

that served him well as a paramedic. Often first 

responders are better at making split-second 

decisions than following through, and they 

may be easily bored or have trouble respect-

ing authority. They may walk with a hint of 

swagger, but it’s hard to blame them; they’re 

the ones who have to charge toward the kinds 

of things—shootings, car crashes, the elderly 

falling down—most people run away from. 

Little of the job, however, involves glory. As 

a first responder, you’re a grief mop, a trauma 

janitor, a sickness sponge—you’re the guy who 

shows up on the worst day of someone else’s 

life. And when you’re saving someone’s life, 

the odds are good they’re going to yell at or 

vomit on you. You’d think the job would get 

you laid, at least—everyone likes a uniform, 

right? But that seems to work better for fire-

fighters, with their big trucks and fire poles. 

When you’re a medic, civilians ask you for 

stories and then say “EW, STOP” when you 

tell them that a freshly exposed human skull 

isn’t shiny, but actually resembles the flat off-

white of institutional wall paint. Usually, for 

around $11 an hour ($13 if you’re a paramedic), 

you’re just wiping the shit off a drunk’s legs 

before you bring him in to the ER, or ask-

ing a wheezing woman if she remembered to 

take her meds. During slow days you do a lot 

of sitting around, hoping for a chance to be 

heroic. “We’d get to talking about how we’d 

really like to do a call,” Peter Canning writes 

in his memoir Paramedic. “EMTs would joke 

about throwing ice water on the back steps 

of churches in the winter. Driving up behind 

senior citizens and blasting the air horn. Giving 

alcohol to minors. Stringing razor wire across 

the minibike trails. Anything for a call.”

But for some people, that potent combina-

tion of anxiety, boredom, adrenaline, self-

righteousness, pride, and disgust is addictive; 

after one ride on the box, they can’t imagine 

doing any other kind of work ever again. When 

you’ve touched vital organs, the idea of sitting 

in an office—or even taking patients’ blood 

pressure in a nice, sterile hospital room—

sounds wussy and dull. I’m a paramedic—
what’s your super power? reads one popular 

EMT t-shirt. Another: TRAUMA JUNKIE: 
It’s not that we want you to get hurt . . . We just 
want to be there when you do!

R
eed started EMT classes the year after 

he graduated from high school, in 

2001, and worked as a first responder 

in various capacities until just before the ex-

plosion. In 2003, when Mike Reed was having 

a hard time getting West volunteer EMTs to 

agree to be on the schedule, Bryce Reed spent 

forty-one consecutive days on 24-hour call, 

sleeping at the station to prove a point. “I 

didn’t have a kid, I didn’t have any bills,” he 

says. “I wanted to show them: You live in this 

town, and you can’t take eight hours of call? 

I don’t even live here! If I can do it, you can 

find eight hours.” 

Over the next few years, Reed continued 

to volunteer in West while also working for 

ambulance services in Rockwall County 

and Waco. Deciding to become a career first 

responder means signing up to witness ter-

rible events. In 2007, Reed says he ran upon 

more fatalities than everyone else in the West 

ambulance service combined—around sev-

enty, he estimates. He saw kids mangled in 

car accidents and perfectly healthy-looking 

people keel over right in front of him. “I got 

the nickname ‘The Reaper,’” he says. “Every 

day people would be like, Are you sharpening 
your sickle? Who are you going to kill today?” 

Only in recent years has the first responder 

community begun to seriously consider the 

consequences of repetitive emotional strain 

on rescue workers, who tend to have more 

alcohol-related problems and higher rates of 

depression than the general public. While de-

briefs are encouraged after particularly gnarly 

incidents, this isn’t generally a culture that em-

braces feeling sharing. “In the first-responder 

world, there’s no doubt that PTSD is rampant,” 

paramedic Michael Ferrara, founder of the 

First Responder Recovery Project, told Outside 
magazine. “The more I’ve gotten into this, 

the more people I’ve found who had it. It’s an 

iceberg—we’re just seeing the tip.”

The first time Reed almost lost it was in 

2010, when he was working on an air am-

bulance crew for Southwest MedEvac in El 

Paso and Las Cruces, New Mexico. Reed had 

dreamed of flying ever since he saw those 

hero medics save the day in the ER when he 

was nine. Flight medics are the A-team of the 

EMS world; they helicopter in to victims of 

accidents who require faster transport to the 

hospital than a ground ambulance can manage. 

Or if a patient is too injured or ill for a par-

ticular hospital to handle, the air ambulance 

will provide transport to a higher-level facil-

ity, along with in-flight care. “They’re 911’s 

911,” as Reed puts it. Flight medics get more 

money—but the stakes are higher, too. While 

working at Southwest MedEvac, Reed got 

diagnosed with ADHD. His new meds helped 

him focus, but kept him awake, so he started 

taking meds for sleep, too. Pretty soon the 

combination of drugs and stress took its toll. 

At one point, Reed says, he ground his teeth 

in his sleep so hard that all of his back teeth 

broke. He took a leave of absence from the 

service. While he was off, a helicopter with 

Reed’s boss and two of his colleagues flubbed 

its landing during a training exercise on a clear 

February night; everyone onboard was killed. 

“After that I kinda lost it—well, I wouldn’t 

say I lost it,” Reed says. “When something 

happens like that, you can’t function. You’re 

just there. You can’t snap out of it is the best 

way I can describe it.”

It took a few years for Reed and his wife to 

get back on their feet, but by the beginning of 

2013, some things, at least, were looking up. 

Reed had landed his dream job, working as a 

paramedic on a flight crew serving the Chil-

dren’s Medical Center of Dallas. Not only was 

he in the sky again, but he was helping save 

kids—on behalf of one of the nation’s highest-

ranked children’s hospitals, no less—instead 

of dealing with addicts and old people. Reed, 

Brittany, and their toddler daughter settled 

into a three-bedroom brick duplex in West. 

Reed was still volunteering with West EMS 

a few times a week, and working on music 

projects in his small studio whenever he had 

downtime. “I’ve traveled the globe, and that’s 

the only place that ever made sense to me. It 

was like Mayberry,” he recalls, grinning. “I 

loved that town.”

T
he night of April 17, when the tones 

went off and dispatch announced the 

small fire at the plant, Reed didn’t 
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want to respond. Tired from arguing with 

Brittany, he was hoping for a quiet night. But 

Brittany wanted to see the fire, so they hopped 

in the car and drove north.

When they arrived on scene, the fire was 

growing, and firefighters were already starting 

to suffer from smoke inhalation. Two EMS 

volunteers, noticing the thickening smoke, 

instructed the EMS student they’d brought 

with them to evacuate, but he stayed with the 

firefighters instead. Seconds after the medics 

made it back to the fire truck, the explosion 

ripped the plant—and the truck— apart. Both 

medics survived. The student and most of the 

others present did not.

Mike Reed was driving toward the fire 

when his car shook from the force of the 

blast. “I heard them say firefighter down, and 

that was the last radio traffic I heard,” he 

says, because the department’s repeater was 

destroyed in the blast. To Bryce Reed, the 

explosion felt like “the angel of death pass-

ing overhead.” He rushed home, threw on 

his bunker gear, and headed back toward the 

plant. The town looked like a war zone, with 

busted windows and caved-in roofs and debris 

littering the street. “I got to the end of the 

block and I thought, I need to call somebody, 
somebody needs to come help,” he says. “And 

then there’s that moment when you realize 

you’re that guy.”  

Near the station, Reed tracked down the 

only one of West’s three ambulances that was 

still functioning. As Reed recalls it, the EMT 

basic who was driving told him that Mike 

Reed and Tom Marek were dead. That meant 

that he was the highest patch on scene, Reed 

realized—and that the disaster was his respon-

sibility. Later, it was Reed’s repeated refer-

ences to himself as “incident commander” that 

seemed to rankle his co-workers, especially 

Tom and Mike, the most. Though the radio 

the local crews used to talk to one another had 

been destroyed in the blast, a little fiddling 

revealed that the long-distance frequency 

was still operational. Panicked, Reed radioed 

dispatch in Waco and asked them to send ev-

ery emergency vehicle between Dallas and 

Austin. “Can you repeat your traffic?” the 

confused dispatcher replied. “I do not have 

time to fucking explain. Just start sending 

me ambulances and fire trucks and the Army. 

I don’t care. I have two hundred dead. Start 

sending helicopters until I tell you to quit,” 

he recalls saying. “And they did. We ran out 

of places to put them.” Reed wasn’t the only 

one overestimating the extent of the dam-

age that night; initially, West EMS medical 

director Dr. George Smith reported sixty to 

seventy casualties and at least one hundred 

injuries. The insistent whine of PASS de-

vices—the emergency beacons firefighters 

wear to help alert rescuers to their location 

in case of trouble—set everybody on edge.

Meanwhile, Marek was busy setting up an 

incident command center and figuring out the 

best way to deploy the various rescue work-

ers, sheriff’s deputies, and locals with first-

aid training who’d come to help. The high 

school football field, with its bright lights and 

wide-open expanse, served as the triage center. 

The streets near the plant were so cluttered 

with chunks of destroyed buildings that any 

rescue vehicle trying to get through got torn 

up; injured nursing home residents had to 

be evacuated by hand. Despite the chaos and 

the communication difficulties—the EMS 

radios stayed down for most of the night—

people found a way to work together. City 

officials directed traffic, while Mike Reed 

helped coordinate the transportation of 133 

nursing home residents to the community 

center across town. No one got much sleep 

that night.

“You train your whole career to [take com-

mand during a disaster], but you never think 

you’re going to have to,” Bryce Reed says 

incredulously. “Especially in West-comma-

Texas. People don’t even know about my 

hometown, and suddenly I’m in the middle 

of something that’s got worldwide attention.” 

Now that no one in West really thinks Reed 

blew up the plant, it’s this tendency to place 

himself at the center of the tragedy that rubs 

people the wrong way. “Bryce feels he did ev-

erything that night,” Marek says. “We always 

take the approach that I is not in our equation. 

It’s we. We’re a team. Everything we do is a 

team effort. We had not only West EMS, but 

a ton of outside agencies that played a big role 

in helping with the rescue efforts. Everyone 

from sheriff’s deputies to DPS officers to re-

tired nurses—West EMS can’t even take credit 

for the 350-some patients who were treated.” 

In a way, Bryce Reed’s self-aggrandizing is 

a natural human reaction; don’t we all take 
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the starring role in the tragedies of our own 

lives? First responders, it seems, are supposed 

to be different. They’re supposed to function 

quietly, to serve as the muscled presence in the 

background of news footage, lifting stretchers 

into ambulances, never feeling—or show-

ing—any pain themselves. If they are messy, 

or arrogant, or strange, we turn against them 

with a quickness that belies our reverence.

W
hen people who are supposed to 

protect the public from harm do 

make it in front of the cameras, 

their behavior is often measured against how 

we believe a hero should behave. On July 27, 

1996, a plump security guard with a precisely 

maintained mustache noticed a suspicious 

package in Atlanta’s Olympic Park. As he 

worked to clear the area, the bomb inside 

the package went off, killing one spectator 

and wounding more than a hundred. For a 

moment, Richard Jewell got to be a hero. Then 

the story shifted: within a week, Jewell was 

named as a suspect. News reports began to 

describe him as “excitable” and “weird.” Law 

enforcement personnel should be dedicated 

to their jobs, but Jewell was too dedicated. At 

the Olympic Park, he worked 12-hour shifts 

seven days a week, and didn’t want to take 

any days off. “If anything happens during 

the Olympics, I want to be in the middle of 

it,” Jewell had reportedly told friends. All the 

awkwardness of Jewell’s life—the fact that he 

lived with his mother, his habit of writing 

“epic police reports for minor infractions,” 

as one former boss reported—was marshaled 

as evidence against him. 

After three months of intense scrutiny 

by the FBI and the national media, Jewell 

was cleared of any role in the bombing. But 

nobody could undo the public dissection of 

his personality, or Jay Leno calling him the 

“Una-doofus,” or the newspaper writers de-

scribing his “thick body,” as if his weight  was 

somehow cause for suspicion. Despite apolo-

gies from public figures, including Attorney 

General Janet Reno and Georgia governor 

Sonny Perdue, Jewell never fully recovered 

from the media onslaught he described as 

being “like a piranha on a bleeding cow.” He 

was found dead on the floor of his bedroom 

in 2007 at the age of forty-four. 

A 
therapist at the Waco Crisis Care 

Center gave me a dozen laminated 

cards to take back to my colleagues at 

the Marfa Fire Department. They’re pocket-

sized, with a pocket-sized message: The most 
resilient workers are those that know how to 
turn their feelings off when they go on duty, 
but on again when they go off duty. This is not 
denial; it is a coping strategy. It is a way they 
get maximum protection while working (feelings 
switched off) and maximum support while rest-
ing (feelings switched on).

The problem with the West disaster was 

that there was no way for responders to neatly 

divide their experience into on- and off-duty, 

so as to flick their emotions off and on accord-

ingly. The victims were their friends and col-

leagues, the destroyed buildings their homes 
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and workplaces. “There was an initial freak-

out when Tom told me that Cyrus had gotten 

killed,” Mike Reed says, his voice as steady 

as ever. “I kind of lost my mind a little bit.” 

When the ATF showed up the night of the 

blast, they immediately began treating the 

explosion as a possible criminal incident and 

the blast site as a crime scene, though chemi-

cal leaks at the plant made the site unsafe and 

delayed the investigation. First responders 

were not allowed to retrieve the bodies of their 

friends and neighbors for more than 48 hours, 

but it’s West EMS policy—and first responder 

policy in general—to leave no one behind, so 

Tom Marek sat in an ambulance, watching over 

the bodies for hours. The criminal investigation 

also meant that the West responders couldn’t 

gather together to debrief what had happened 

until ATF agents interviewed everyone indi-

vidually, a process that took more than a week. 

It was the largest investigation ever launched 

in the history of the ATF’s national response 

team. Later, the U.S. Chemical Safety Board 

accused the ATF of obstructing its investiga-

tion during this period by preventing it from 

conducting its own interviews.

In the interim, Bryce Reed decamped to a 

room at the Best Western, where he stayed 

up late, drinking Blanton’s Kentucky bour-

bon (“three fingers neat”) until he passed 

out. Before the explosion, he’d taken a leave 

of absence from his job at Children’s to deal 

with his crumbling marriage. Now, his house 

was too damaged to return to, his friend was 

dead, and his town was a disaster zone. Despite 

Anderson Cooper’s skepticism, Reed’s home 

required several major repairs, including a 

new roof, before it was declared safe to enter. 

In interviews from this period, Reed seems 

coherent but agitated, like he’s running in too 

high a gear. “I could tell he just needed to get 

out of there, and we said Bryce, let’s go. He just 

wouldn’t,” Reed’s mother, Therese Nelson, 

says. “I almost stopped an interview, he was 

getting real dramatic—he was angry about the 

blast, angry at what the ATF was doing, angry 

that they had allowed that many chemicals to 

be stored and put people in danger. He didn’t 

need to be doing interviews. You know your 

kid, and he just—he was so tired, his little face 

was so drawn. It was awful.” Then Brittany left 

him, this time for good. Reed’s friends could 

see that he wasn’t coping well, but he ignored 

their suggestions that he find someone to talk 

to. “It’s like I was standing on the moon and 

looked down and saw the earth explode. And 

you’re asking me how that feels?” Reed says. 

“I just—I have nothing to say.”

Although Reed now concedes that he was 

“a little bit crazy” back then, he doesn’t regret 

his vocal criticisms of the ATF. He points to 

a report by the U.S. Chemical Safety Board 

accusing the ATF of intimidation and delay tac-

tics during the West investigation as evidence 

that he was in the right. And he still sees his 

media blitz as a kind of service to the town. 

“You’re talking $200 million in damage,” he 

says. (The actual estimate is more like $100 

million.) “Somebody has got to pay for that. I 

was calling out everybody I could. I was asking 

questions . . . Who sold them these chemicals? 

You’ve got a huge chemical company that re-

ally doesn’t give a damn.  And West is in the 

middle of nowhere—where else is like this? 

I just want to make sure no one else has to go 

through what I have been through.” In June, 

the city of West brought a lawsuit against CF 

Fertilizer, one of the plant’s main suppliers, for 

“blindly [selling] hundreds of tons of hazard-

ous ammonium nitrate . . . to a facility located 

within a community of people, houses, parks, 

schools and a nursing home.”

“It’s not only Bryce [who had problems],” 

Marek says. “We’ve got several others, though 

not to that magnitude. Had everybody been 

able to get that peer support diffusion debrief-

ing, I think it would’ve been helpful. Instead 

of letting them . . . letting their minds wander.”

W
hen Mike Reed and Cyrus Reed 

hung out, they restored old cars; 

when Cyrus and Bryce hung 

out, they blew things up. Cyrus was a jolly 

guy who, by all accounts, wouldn’t hurt a 

fly—but his uncle worked in a pyrotechnics 

plant, and Cyrus had a lifelong fascination 

with explosions, and a federal permit to boot. 

The Christmas before the explosion, Bryce 

had ordered all those chemicals online for 

Cyrus and him to play with. The plan was to 

make a ridiculous display for a friend’s Fourth 

of July party—mostly small-scale flash pots, 

with a self-igniting bonfire as the grand finale. 

Because Bryce had never been all that handy, 

Cyrus was in charge of the actual fabrication. 

But when Cyrus died in the explosion, his 

federal license became null and void—and the 

box of chemicals was in Bryce’s garage. In an im-

promptu eulogy for Cyrus, Brittany mentioned 

that he and Bryce had enjoyed blowing stuff 

up in the back yard. The ATF agents standing 

in the back of the room took notice. Things 

spiraled out of control from there. In a panic, 

Reed asked a friend—the guy who was plan-

ning the 4th of July party—to help him get rid 

of the pyrotechnic supplies. Unfortunately 

for him, the friend had already contacted the 

ATF and was wearing a wire; the conversation 

amounted to obstruction of justice, the second 

charge Reed faced in his indictment. 

“I understand that they thought I was a 

suspect,” Reed told me some six months after 

his arrest. “I sounded crazy because I was crazy. 

But you don’t ruin somebody’s life over specu-

lation. You don’t completely crucify someone 

like this. Terrorists go to federal prison. Hijack-

ers go to federal prison. Rednecks that make 

pyrotechnics—not so much, you know? I’ve 

got two traffic tickets—that’s the extent of 

my criminal history. I’ve never been arrested. 

And then at my detention hearing, the pros-

ecution says, He’s a violent criminal.” The 

pipe bomb that’s so emphatically referred to 

in the indictment is three inches long, the size 

of a magic marker. When I asked ATF special 

agent Franceska Perot about it, she called it “an 

improvised explosive device,” a phrase more 

commonly associated with Iraqi car bombs.

West is a complicated place: it’s a cozy town 

of kolaches and Czech folk dancing, but it’s 

also plagued with the kinds of problems that 

trouble small towns across the country. The 

plant that exploded had previously been the 

target of enterprising meth cookers, who 

tried to tap its supply of anhydrous ammo-

nia. Paramedics self-conscious about their 

beer bellies joked about going on “the West 

diet” and taking up a meth habit. A longtime 

West resident who asked to remain nameless 

had nothing but scorn for the tight-knit com-

munity: “West? They’re a bunch of racists. 

They’re hillbillies. They’re goons. They all 

marry each other.” That’s not quite right, of 

course. But the closeness that sustained West 

after the tragedy does have its downside—it 

can feel like banishment when you’re on the 

wrong side of the line.

A 
hundred miles outside West, some-

where in the dull flat middle of Tex-

as, I stopped to get gas. The woman 

behind the cash register wanted to talk to me 

about motorcycle accidents she’d seen, all the 

different ways that people’s bodies had ended 
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up distended or abraded or mangled or ripped. 

At first I thought the moral of her story was 

not to ride motorcycles, but then she began 

telling me about the people who’d been hit 

while they were standing on the sidewalk, 

minding their own business. “You don’t know 

what’s going to happen,” she said as I was 

walking out the door. “You can just be driv-

ing your kids to school one day and then—” 

When I finally made it to Rockwall, in Oc-

tober, the sun had just finished setting, leaving 

a slow fading blush in the western sky. Reed’s 

parents’ house still had the giant flagpole, and 

a motorcycle was parked on the front lawn 

with a FOR SALE sign taped to its shiny frame. 

It was the night before Reed was scheduled 

to report to the Waco Federal Courthouse to 

enter his plea—guilty if he decided to accept 

the government’s plea bargain offer, and not 

guilty if he opted to take the case to trial. Reed 

sat in his family’s living room, eating Chinese 

food out of a paper carton as his mother and 

stepfather urged him not to take the plea. The 

document the government had prepared said 

Reed had “intentionally, knowingly, and will-

ingly” conspired to make a pipe bomb. Signing 

it would amount to telling a lie under oath, his 

mother insisted. That just wasn’t right. 

But Reed was thinking in more practical 

terms. He knew that, statistically speaking, 

the odds were not in his favor: in 2012, only 

two federal defendants in Texas’s Western 

District went to trial and were found not 

guilty. The vast majority of all federal crimi-

nal cases are decided by plea bargain these 

days, but in the Western District—one of 

the nation’s busiest—it’s noteworthy that 

99 percent of cases never go to trial. “In the 

U.S. plea bargaining system, many federal 

prosecutors strong-arm defendants by offer-

ing them shorter prison terms if they plead 

guilty, and threatening them if they go to trial 

with sentences that, in the words of Judge 

John Gleeson of the Eastern District of New 

York, can be ‘so excessively severe, they take 

your breath away,’” a recent Human Rights 

Watch report noted. If Reed pleaded guilty, it 

would be to lesser crimes (conspiracy to make 

a destructive device and attempt to obstruct 

justice), which carried a maximum penalty of 

ten years—and presumably, the judge would 

give him far less time, around twelve to fifteen 

months. But if he insisted on going to trial, the 

DA would bring charges that could amount 

to twenty-five years in prison. 

The next day, in the bright afternoon light 

of the Waco Courthouse, Reed pleaded guilty 

to both charges. His stepfather, Gary Nelson, a 

former Marine, told a local news reporter that 

he planned to take down the flagpole in front 

of the house. “I am ashamed of our govern-

ment,” Nelson said. “I feel like I’ve lived a 

very sheltered life, because I had no idea what 

they do. I don’t know how I’m going to come 

to terms with that.” 

The way Reed sees it, everyone in West was 

incredibly angry after the explosion. In anoth-

er kind of place, that rage might have sparked 

a movement to change the state’s regulatory 

climate—but not in Texas, where Governor 

Rick Perry denied that increased regulations 

and enforcement would have prevented the 

West tragedy, and promised business leaders 

they didn’t need to fear increased restrictions 

as a result of the blast. Perhaps it’s just more 

satisfying to direct our blame at a particular 

person, with a particular face, than at an ab-

stract set of laws and policies. “I can see no 

way for anything to go wrong unless it was 

intentional,” Robert Payne, co-owner of a 

fertilizer plant in neighboring Bosque County, 

told the Associated Press. “I don’t see how a 

regulation would make anything any safer.”

After entering his plea, Reed returned to 

his parents’ house until it was time to start his 

sentence. His mother couldn’t stop thinking 

about the week before the explosion, when 

she drove down to West to visit Reed and 

his daughter. She knew her son was having a 

hard time in his marriage, and she urged him 

to bring his daughter to Rockwall to live at 

home for a little while, to relieve some of the 

pressure. “He said, ‘Mom, look at this place. 

You don’t find places like this in America. This 

is a real community. It’s where I want to live, 

it’s where I want to raise my daughter.’” Reed 

hasn’t been back to West since his arrest; he 

doesn’t expect he’ll ever return there again.

On good days, Reed daydreams about 

starting a ministry and using his own story 

to inspire other people who find themselves 

in dark places. The word he likes to use when 

describing the government’s treatment of 

him—“crucify”—is telling. Part of him al-

ways thought he’d die saving lives; this is just 

a different kind of martyrdom. On bad days, 

though, Reed wishes he’d been one of the first 

responders to die that night. When he starts 
www.uca.edu/art/baum
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talking like this, I try to tell him it’s better that 

he’s alive, that there must be more work for 

him to do here, that life itself is an unequivocal 

good, even if it doesn’t always feel that way. 

Secretly, though, I see his point. If he’d died, 

his story would have been simpler, easier to 

tell. He would have been fondly remembered 

as that talkative guy, the one with the radio 

voice, who’d dedicated himself to saving other 

people’s lives. When his photo appeared on TV, 

it wouldn’t be a mug shot, and the newscast-

ers would use that special, solemn tone they 

reserve for eulogizing heroes. 

I 
fought my first fire—a trailer fire caused 

by a propane tank that leaked or broke 

or otherwise failed—on November 7, a 

month before U.S. District Judge Walter Smith 

sentenced Bryce Reed to twenty-one months 

in federal prison. Our truck was first on scene, 

and when we arrived, the trailer was still half 

intact. I remember thinking that the flames 

looked fictional, computer-generated, even, 

until I got close enough to hear the very real 

sound they made. A man in jean shorts and flip-

flops, a helpful neighbor perhaps, directed the 

thin stream of a garden hose at the growing fire.

The trailer was disappearing behind a wall 

of flames. “It’s gone,” Paul said, shaking his 

head. The flames jumped and shimmied. Once 

we got our hoses on them, the black smoke 

whitened and began to sink low—except when 

the fire found something toxic to chew on for a 

little while; then it thickened, turned a sinister 

greenish color, put a metallic taste in the back 

of my throat. “Get out of there,” Gary yelled, 

and we stepped back until it was safe to move 

forward again. A fire is a system with its own 

internal logic; a big enough conflagration can 

make its own weather. So being a firefighter 

requires a certain humility, a willingness to 

defer to the fire’s reality. But firefighting also 

demands domination and violence. You have 

to destroy whatever the flames want to feed 

on—douse it with water, smash it with an axe, 

smother it with whatever’s handy. The fire is 

under control when the firefighter is causing 

more damage than the fire. 

It didn’t take long to put out the flames. 

Twenty minutes? Thirty? By that time, the 

trailer was a husk filled with the charred re-

mains of clothes and books and insulation 

and boxes of unidentifiable food. There was 

smoke, still, but no active fire; the neighbor’s 

trailer had been saved, at least. I began to 

think about the coffee I would drink when 

we were finished here—something more 

decadent than usual, a mocha, maybe, or a 

mocha with whipped cream.
I’m not sure when I finally noticed the 

short, silent man standing off to the side, 

appearing not to watch us, or anything else 

in particular. We moved around him as we 

cleaned up the scene, flinging the collapsed 

metal roof out of the way, into the mud that 

now surrounded the site. It was his trailer, 

it turned out. He’d been picking tomatoes 

in a greenhouse a few miles north of town 

when he heard about the fire. But I only fig-

ured that out later. What I had to learn first 

was that you’re not finished fighting a fire 

once the flames are out. The real work begins 

when the immediate danger is over. What’s 

underneath stays hot, until you bring it out 

into the open. Even then, the smoldering lasts 

for a long time. ø
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T
he fact of the matter is I like to 

shoot things. I like to go out 

with my buddies and shoot an 

old shotgun or a .22 or maybe a 

handgun if there isn’t anything 

bigger around. Most of the time, we’re just 

shooting coke bottles or clay targets, but I’ve 

had my share of rabbits and wild turkeys, even 

armadillos. The first time I ever shot an ani-

mal, I was out with my friend Ryan, and I got 

a lucky mark on a doe. At first, I was too busy 

jumping up and down to even realize that I’d 

begun to shake. Ryan took the rifle out of my 

hands, tugged my braid, and said, “You did it, 

kiddo,” and only then did my vision sharpen 

on the collapsed form at the edge of the field. 

That first step forward was like the first step I 

ever took. I probably shouldn’t tell you this, 

because it’s not politically correct to say, but 

it takes courage to kill something—you risk 

remorse, and remorse sticks. It won’t surprise 

you to hear that Ryan was the one who dressed 

the deer that day.

Friend,
My 

Nothing
Is in
 Vain
BY  C.  E .  M O R G A N
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when i was prescribed a low-dose chemo, I didn’t like to give myself 

the injections, so I went to the doctor’s office every Friday to have them do it 

for me. I’d roll up my sleeve, turn my head from the harsh whiff of alcohol, 

feel a pinch, and then—bingo—I’d be pain-free for the better part of a week. 

It would have been a bully deal, except a woman came there on the same 

day who had lupus and rheumatoid and, God, it was bad. I stared at her, 

stared down the physical fact of her illness, even though it was impolite. 

I’d try to reassure myself while looking at her, think about how we’re all 

just raw material for the earth, how her fingers were dried up root twists, 

organs a compost heap, hair falling leaves. All the while thinking: Go ahead 

and dream up metaphors if that’s what you have to do, but don’t think of 

yourself. Don’t you dare think of yourself.

once, when i was out hunting with my friend Sam, he tilted the barrel 

of his rifle toward the ground, shifted his weight, sighed, and employed 

all manner of male understatement to say, Oh God, my heart is broken.

I didn’t know how to say you broke it your own damn self, so I said, 

“You’ll probably never get laid again.” 

“Then shoot me,” he said. I threw my arm around his shoulder and said, 

“Tell me what you want in a woman and I’ll find her.” He considered this 

for a moment. “Well, she can’t want children, can’t want to get married, 

can’t want to move in—”

“Uh . . . ”

“—and she can’t ever touch my wall art.”

“Stand back,” I said.

“Why?”

“Because I’m about to put you out of your misery.”

i’d come home from getting my chemo and get high and sometimes 

that combatted the nausea, but mostly it didn’t. Sometimes it made me 

cough so hard that my lungs would act up for days. Sometimes it just left 

me depressed. But occasionally the drug opened up the deep calm that I 

carried in me always, that perpetual light, and it grew until it pressed out 

of me, broke right through my skin, which was discarded, so I was shining 

out into everything or everything was shining into me, and I was absolute 

and entire and never happier to forget my own name.

But in the morning I’d wake up to my body and, though the physical 

pain of the disease was fading from the shot, I felt less of everything else 

too and—I’m ashamed to admit—I preferred it that way. 

the thing is, bravery is easier for the dying. That’s their dirty secret; 

they don’t tell you because they get dragged speechless into the beyond. But 

the extremity of the thing, the sheer mind-splintering horror of extinction, 

grants them a kind of endgame courage—after all, when so few players are 

left on the board, the white knight can loom large. The truth? You can only 

really, truly be brave when you’re in the midst of life, when you’re risking 

everything. There’s no risk in death; there’s nothing at all.
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so, a while ago i met this tow-headed boy named Jules at a party, the 

nephew of my friend Simon. He was seven and a real pistol if there ever 

was one. He said to me, “Lord, there’s this girl who wants to wring me by 

the neck!”

“How come?”

“’Cause I’m in love!” he said. 

“Oh, shoot,” I said. “That’s a certifiable offense. Is she cute?”

“She’s mean in the heart.”

“Sounds like you’re working pretty hard to convince yourself.”

He harrumphed and crossed his arms. “I need advice.”

“Here’s my advice,” I said. “Your suffering is not in vain. You were born 

to be given away. But it takes cojones.”

“Huh?” he said. 

“You’ve got to grow a heart bigger than your body. I can’t tell you how 

to do it.”

He regarded me carefully then, his bright face sobering, and he said, 

“Hey lady, do you take your own advice?”

i’m terrified of guns and the reason I know this is because every 

time I go shooting with one of my buddies, I have a nightmare. This last 

time I dreamed I was driving around with Ryan’s shotgun leaning on the 

passenger seat of my truck, snout up in the air. I was speeding down those 

mountain roads, the ones that wind and swerve, so the shotgun was slip-

ping side to side like a windshield wiper on the seat beside me. When I 

reached my destination, I hopped out in a hurry and flung the shotgun up 

to my shoulder. Just for shits and giggles, I pulled the trigger, and—don’t 

you know—it shot. 

Oh, I woke up in such a trembling sweat. I’d been driving around with 

that thing loaded. I was about to cry just thinking about it, so I called 

Ryan right away, even though it was the middle of the night, and he said, 

“Kiddo, that was just a dream. It wasn’t real,” and I said, “Yeah, I know 

you’re right.” But we were lying through our chattering teeth. Do you 

know what I mean?

i was alone for a long time. I think I preferred it that way. Pain is 

very hard to explain and it scares people, most of all one’s self. Nobody 

wants to forget their own name. The woman at the doctor’s office probably 

died, because she suddenly stopped coming. Please understand me when 

I say that’s all right. Even the world can be forgiven. I finally stopped the 

chemo because I couldn’t tolerate the nausea and, yes, now the steroids are 

dissolving my bones and causing me to lose my hair, but you know what? 

I’m dying. The truth is nothing ever really controlled the pain. My friend 

Simon says the sun will rise and all the wild world will come into blossom, 

even though I’m dying. I’m dying, my friend, I am dying. Be brave. When 

I was done being alone, I brought a man into my bed and we made love and 

it was wonderful and I have come and gone already. Please understand me 

when I say I am redeemed. ø
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B Y  J A M I E  Q U A T R O

T H E  S O U N D  B E F O R E  T H E  S O N G
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A Prayer Journal, by Flannery O’Connor

I 
received Flannery O’Connor’s Prayer 
Journal while in residence at the Sewanee 

Summer Writers’ Conference. I carried 

the galley around with me for a week. 

Dorm to lectures to lunch to workshops 

to readings, the book always in my backpack. 

I’d take it out multiple times a day, turn it over 

in my hands, read the press materials—then put 

it back. Flannery O’Connor’s prayers. Flannery 
O’Connor’s prayers. In her handwriting. To peer 

over her shoulder and read what she’d written 

to God, and God alone? It felt voyeuristic, 

uncouth. Sacrilegious, even. O’Connor’s fic-

tion, letters, and especially her essays were 

of tremendous importance to me as both art-

ist and believer. Would reading her intimate 

communication with God alter my perception 

of the feisty, guns-blazing Flannery I’d long 

admired and, in many ways, needed?

Surely this was holy ground. I felt I should 

at least remove some figurative sandals.

On the last day of the conference, a man in 

my workshop who’d read my stories handed 

me a leaf. It was obviously from an oak, but the 

shape was unusual: cruciform, with a scalloped 

outline—a wobbly green snow angel, veined 

and translucent.
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It’s from the post oak near the chapel, he 

said. They’re planted all over campus. Well, 

all over the South in general, usually in cem-

eteries. Given the religion in your work, I 

thought you’d appreciate it.

I thanked him and placed the leaf inside 

the Prayer Journal. A month later, when I 

decided I really did need to start reading, 

the galley fell open to the leaf: page 74, a 

three-sentence entry dated January 2, 1947:

No one can be an atheist who does not 
know all things. Only God is an atheist. 
The devil is the greatest believer & he 
has his reasons.

O’Connor’s neat script, a facsimile of the 

original Sterling notebook pages; the post 

oak leaf, now dulled to olive and folded along 

one side. I pictured thousands of cross-shaped 

leaves shivering above graveyards around 

the South; Mr. Shiftlet in “The Life You 

Save May Be Your Own” standing in front 

of the Lucynell Craters and raising his arms, 

one long and one short, his body forming a 

crooked cross against the sunset. It was all 

here, tucked between pages 74 and 75: God, 

devil, believer, atheist, crucifix, graveyard. 

The gothic and grotesque. The South.

Flannery would love this, I thought. And 

finally I started reading.

T he fact that I received the prayer jour-

nal at Sewanee is eerily fitting. It opens 

in January 1946, the month O’Connor 

returned to Iowa after the holidays to learn 

the Sewanee Review had rejected two of her 

stories. O’Connor held Sewanee in the high-

est regard. In a 1954 letter to Ben Griffith, she 

called it one of the only “conscious” univer-

sities in the South, along with Washington 

& Lee and Vanderbilt. It’s speculation—the 

journal’s first pages have been lost so we 

can’t be sure of the dates—but perhaps the 

Sewanee Review rejection engendered the 

journal’s opening fragment: “. . . effort at 

artistry in this rather than thinking of You 

and feeling inspired with the love I wish 

I had.” You don’t need the rest of the sen-

tence to understand the conflict—attention 

to craft versus inspiration from God—or the 

underlying question it implies: What is the 

source of inspiration? Love for God, or love 

for art? Are they different things? If so, are 

they mutually exclusive?

The prayer continues: “I want very much 

to succeed in the world with what I want to 

do . . . I have not asked You, I feel, in the right 

way. Let me henceforth ask You with resigna-

tion.” Again, it’s easy to imagine O’Connor, 

the young Catholic, sitting in her dorm room, 

rejection letter in hand, confessing her “im-

pure” motives in asking God to bless her 

work with success. If only I could ask rightly, 
maybe I’d get a story published. Note: she 

doesn’t say, I will no longer ask. She keeps 

asking. It seems her prayer is: “Make me a 

literary success; nevertheless not my will, 

but Thine, be done.” A Gethsemane mo-

ment, writ small.

The journal’s last entry is dated September 

26, 1947, around the time the Sewanee Re-
view bought “The Train,” which eventually 

became the first chapter in her novel Wise 
Blood. It wasn’t her only acceptance—by this 

time she’d placed stories in other magazines, 

including her first, “The Geranium,” in Ac-
cent—but it was an important one, coming 

from editor Andrew Lytle, who’d been im-

pressed with O’Connor when he was a guest 

lecturer at Iowa, calling her “the only student 

there with exceptional talent.” A few months 

after the final entry Lytle would begin to 

oversee O’Connor’s work on the novel.

The prayers, then, are book-ended by 

the Sewanee Review—rejection, acceptance. 

The written supplication ceases when her 

opening prayer for success is “answered.” 

Ironically—perhaps inevitably—the journal 

doesn’t end on a note of thanksgiving, but 

one of disappointment:

My thoughts are so far away from God. 
He might as well not have made me. And 
the feeling I egg up writing here lasts 
approximately a half hour and seems a 
sham . . . Today I have proved myself a 
glutton—for Scotch oatmeal cookies and 
erotic thought. There is nothing left to 
say of me.

In an early entry, O’Connor had laid out her 

plan to follow the ACTS method of prayer 

(a model still familiar to many contemporary 

Christians): “Prayers should be composed I 

understand of adoration, contrition, thanks-

giving, and supplication and I would like to 

see what I can do with each without writing 

an exegesis.” The journal’s final beat, then, 

is contrition—but note that O’Connor is no 

longer speaking to God in direct address. This 

is a marked change from the earlier prayers, 

which begin with “My dear God,” or simply 

“Dear God,” and proceed in the form of let-

ters, lover to beloved: “I can feel a warmth of 

love heating me when I think & write this to 

You,” she writes in the first entry. 

But after the tenth prayer, there’s a shift. 

O’Connor starts dating the entries, which 

hybridize in form; her thoughts about God 

meshing with, and in some cases supplant-

ing, her prayers to Him. “I have decided this 

is not much as a direct medium of prayer,” 

she begins on November 4, 1946. “Prayer 

is not even as premeditated as this—it is of 

the moment & this is too slow for the mo-

ment. I have started on a new phase of my 

spiritual life—I trust. Tied up with it, is the 

throwing off of certain adolescent habits & 

habits of mind.”

One “habit of mind” she attempts to throw 

off, initially, is her desire for total release from 

the Self in order properly to adore God. In early 

entries she pleads for escape into mysticism:

Dear God . . .You are the slim crescent of 
a moon that I see and my self is the earth’s 
shadow that keeps me from seeing all the 
moon . . . what I am afraid of, dear God, 
is that my self shadow will grow so large 
that it blocks the whole moon, and that I 
will judge myself by the shadow that is 
nothing. I do not know you God because 
I am in the way. Please help me to push 
myself aside.

Please let some light shine out of all the 
things around me so that I can. What 
it amounts to I suppose is be selfish. Is 
there no getting around that dear God? 
No escape from ourselves? Into something 
bigger?

My dear God, I do not want this to be a 
metaphysical exercise but something in 
praise of God. It is probably more liable 
to being therapeutical than metaphysical, 
with the element of self underlying its 
thoughts . . . It is the adoration of You, 
dear God, that most dismays me.

By the first dated entry on November 4, she 

seems weary of the struggle—the embry-

onic, comatose stasis in which self-abnegation 

leaves her:

One thing I have seen this week—it has 
been a peculiar week—is my constant 
seeing of myself as what I want to be. Not 
the fulfillment of what I want to be, but 
the right genre, the correct embryo in the 
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correct beast. The consequence of such a 
delightful state of coma will naturally 
be the eternal embryo—and eternal in 
no false sense. I must grow. I have a right 
I believe to show such interest in myself 
as long as my interest is in my immortal 
soul and what keeps it pure. 

At this point O’Connor was back at Iowa, liv-

ing in Currier House and enrolled in courses 

in imaginative writing, aesthetics, and Aus-

tin Warren’s literary criticism seminar. She 

would begin serious work on her novel in 

December; in the spring she would submit 

the first four chapters to the Rinehart-Iowa 

Fiction Award competition, which she would 

win in May, days before receiving her MFA. 

We don’t know what made this particular 

week “peculiar,” but the shift in tone and 

approach indicates a subtle nuance in her 

thinking—the move from “Help me escape 

myself” toward the more reflective “I have a 

right to think of myself, as long as it concerns 

immortality.” The great Protestant writer 

C. S. Lewis expressed an uncannily similar 

thought in a 1935 letter to his friend and legal 

adviser Owen Barfield: “Since I have begun 

to pray, I find my extreme view of personality 

changing. My own empirical self is becoming 

more important and this is exactly the oppo-

site of self-love. You don’t teach a seed how 

to die into treehood by throwing it into the 

fire; and it has to become a good seed before 

it’s worth burying.”

O’Connor was fast becoming the writer 

she felt called to become, and perhaps this 

is the point at which she knew it. We begin 

to glimpse Flannery the essayist, the gutsy, 

stubborn O’Connor we know from her let-

ters—the artist who, in early 1949, wrote to 

John Selby at Rinehart (with whom she’d dis-

agreed regarding his criticism of her novel), 

“I can tell you that I would not like at all to 

work with you as do other writers on your list 

. . . In short, I am amenable to criticism but 

only within the sphere of what I am trying to 

do; I will not be persuaded to do otherwise.”

In an entry dated April 14, 1947, hard at 

work on the novel, she begins to outline her 

aesthetic program: “I must write down that 

I am to be an artist,

Not in the sense of aesthetic frippery but 
in the sense of aesthetic craftsmanship. 
The word craftsmanship takes care of the 
work angle & the word aesthetic the truth 
angle. Angle. It will be a life struggle with 

no consummation. When something is 
finished, it cannot be possessed. Nothing 
can be possessed but the struggle.

Work/craftsmanship, truth/aesthetic: here 

she articulates what is, in fact, the prayer 

journal’s driving tension, the query buried in 

the opening fragment, the question pulsing 

beneath adoration, contrition, thanksgiving, 

and supplication: Can I wholly consecrate 

myself to God and still be a literary writer of 

the first order? Can one have both God and 

Art? “I want so to love God all the way,” she 

writes on November 6, 1946. “At the same 

time I want all the things that seem opposed 

to it—I want to be a fine writer. Any success 

will tend to swell my head—unconsciously 

even.” The deep dive into the self that writ-

ing requires and the natural temptation of 

pride literary success would surely bring; 

contrasted with the dying to the self love 

for God requires, the sacrifice and suffer-

ing—how to reconcile the two? Aren’t they 

inherently inimical to one another? 

What is a Christian writer to do but ac-

cept—indeed, possess—the struggle? 

It’s striking how often O’Connor expresses 

her fears of “mediocrity” in both arenas, re-

ligious and creative. On the one hand, she 

prays against a lukewarm faith: “I don’t want 

to be doomed to mediocrity in my feeling for 

Christ. I want to feel. I want to love.” She 

prays her faith may not be only the result of 

weakness: “Dear God, I don’t want to have 

invented my faith to satisfy my weakness.” 

She prays the secular, intellectual milieu in 

which she finds herself at Iowa won’t dampen 

her love for Christ: “I am afraid of insidious 

hands Oh Lord which grope into the dark-

ness of my soul. Please be my guard against 

them. Please be the Cover at the top of the 

passage.” She prays her faith may not prove a 

total sham: “I dread, oh Lord, losing my faith. 

My mind is not strong . . . I do not want it to 

be fear which keeps me in the church.” She 

even admits her fear that she might be using 

her faith for ambitious ends: “Even among 

the literary now it is becoming popular to 

believe in God. There is a certain shocking 

something about it . . . am I trying to shock 

with God? Am I trying to push Him in there 

violently—feet foremost?”

But if she fears a mediocre faith, she abhors 

the thought of a mediocre craft, calling it a 

“scourge,” saying she’d rather be an “imbe-

cile” or “nothing” than become anything less 

than a fine writer. To accept mediocrity, she 
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writes, would be to resign herself to a life 

of despair: “Maybe I’m mediocre. I’d rather 

be less. I’d rather be nothing. An imbecile. 

Yet this is wrong. Mediocrity, if that is my 

scourge, is something I’ll have to submit 

to.” And: “Mediocrity is a hard word to 

apply to oneself; yet I see myself so equal 

with it that it is impossible not to throw it 

at myself . . . I think to accept it would be to 

accept Despair. There must be some way for 

the naturally mediocre to escape it. The way 

must be Grace.”

Grace. For O’Connor, the one hope in the 

struggle against mediocrity, in faith and art, 

is divine grace and human effort operating 

in symbiosis:

 
You say, dear God, to ask for grace and
it will be given. I ask for it. I realize that
there is more to it than that—that I have
to behave like I want it.

Ask for grace, then behave as if you have 

it. For O’Connor, if her faith is real, it is 

because she has received the grace to believe 

and act. And if her writing is a success it will 

be for the same reason. Spirit in collusion 

with the body, the Divine manifesting in 

and through the human—so deeply does 

she seem to embrace these ideas, that she 

often writes as if she believes God Himself 

is doing the work for her:

If I ever do get to be a fine writer, it will
not be because I am a fine writer but
because God has given me credit for a
few of the things He kindly wrote for me.
Right at present this does not seem to be
His policy. I can’t write a thing. But I’ll
continue to try—that is the point. And at
every dry point, I will be reminded Who
is doing the work when it is done & Who
is not doing it at that moment.

Dear God, tonight it is not disappoint-
ing because you have given me a story.
Don’t let me ever think, dear God, that I
was anything but the instrument of Your
story—just like the typewriter was mine.

She prays not just that God will give her 

stories, but that He will imbue them with 

meaning. “Please let Christian principles 

permeate my writing and please let there be 

enough of my writing (published) for Chris-

tian principles to permeate”; “Oh dear God I 

want to write a novel, a good novel . . . Help 

me to get what is more than natural into my 

work—help me to love & bear with my work 

on that account. If I have to sweat for it, dear 

God, let it be as in Your service.”

O’Connor’s unswerving certainty that 

faith and fiction—and meaning in fiction—

are acts of divine grace, coupled with her 

determination to submit to the work re-

quired, begs a deeper theological query: Is 

salvation by work or by grace? Earned or 

given? A combination of the two? Here we 

reach the Catholic/Protestant divide, the 

linchpin of the Reformation, Martin Lu-

ther’s thorn-in-the-flesh. On the one side, 

if, as Luther claimed, salvation is sola gratia,
sola fide—Christ’s righteousness imputed 

to believers by faith in Him, with no good 

works earning points and no sins subtracting 

them—then shouldn’t we “go on sinning so 

that grace may increase?” And if salvation is 

not a gift, if the state of grace depends in any 

way upon actions, good or bad: Who among 

us can stand? 

One of the most remarkable gifts of the 

prayer journal’s publication is the opportu-

nity to witness firsthand how clearly and 

commandingly the young O’Connor grasped 

the complexity of the dichotomy. Though she 

maintained firm belief in Catholic dogma, 

she seems to have had a preternaturally in-

tuitive understanding of grace as it relates to 

faith: “Giving one Catholicity, God deprives 

one of the pleasure of looking for it but here 

again He has shown His mercy for such a 

one as myself—and for that matter for all 

contemporary Catholics—who, if it had not 

been given, would not have looked.” I was 

born into my Catholic faith, she seems to say, 

and will therefore never have the pleasure 

of fervently searching for religion. But by 

Your mercy I understand that even those 

who seek God do so because He sought them 

first; and if He is found, it’s because He was 

already looking. 

It’s a lament of sorts; O’Connor longs for 

the intensity of desire that those who dis-

cover God later in life seem naturally to have. 

“But I am one of the weak,” she writes. “I am 

so weak that God has given me everything, 

all the tools, instructions for their use, even 

a good brain to use them with, a creative 

brain to make them immediate for others. 

God is feeding me and what I’m praying for 

is an appetite. Our Lady of Perpetual Help, 

pray for me.”

All the tools to do the work, still the plea 

for grace. How fitting that even in prayer, 
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the budding writer—Catholic novelist in 

the Protestant South—should find herself 

in dialogue between theologies. 

T he journal entries, though hybrid-

ized, never swerve entirely from di-

rect-address prayer. Single-sentence, 

Nehemiah-esque “arrow prayers” (what 

O’Connor perhaps meant by “of the mo-

ment” prayers) pepper the more contempla-

tive entries. And when she does find herself 

waxing “literary”—not surprisingly, she is 

always slipping into concrete image and the 

language of body—she catches herself: “If 

we could accurately map heaven some of our 

up-&-coming scientists would begin draw-

ing blueprints for its improvement, and the 

bourgeois would sell guides 10 cents the copy 

to all over 65. But I do not mean to be clever 

on 2nd thought and like to be clever and want 

to be considered so.” Or, in a later entry: “Sin 

is large & stale. You can never finish eating it 

nor ever digest it. It has to be vomited. But 

perhaps that is too literary a statement—this 

mustn’t get insincere.” 

A particular “sin” she wrestles with seems 

to be of a sexual nature. Several prayers, in-

cluding the last, allude to an erotic temptation. 

The entry dated May 4, 1947, is for the most 

part a reasoned exposition of sensual desire 

related to the divine: “Man’s desire for God is 

bedded in his unconscious,” she writes, “and 

seeks to satisfy itself in physical possession of 

another human.” Sensual fulfillment, she says, 

is a “poor substitute for what the unconscious 

is after”; and if the intelligence can’t place 

sexual yearning “in its relation to a greater 

desire” and let it lead on through the senses 

to God, the desire itself will burn out, will 

sink “lower and lower in the unconscious, to 

the very pit of it, which is Hell.” Proust was 

right, she says: the only love that can last is 

one that remains unsatisfied. She continues 

a few beats more in this vein, until a sudden 

outcry: “My God, take these boils & blisters 

& warts of sick romanticism . . .” 

The rest of the entry is excised, and the 

following page opens: “Tore the last thing 

out. It was worthy of me all right; but not 

worthy of what I ought to be.” One senses 

she might have been trying to talk herself 

out of something. 

In the final entries she returns to pleading 

for escape into mysticism, and asks God for 

total union with Him in passionate, and even 

erotic, terms: “Dear Lord, please make me 

want You. It would be the greatest bliss. Not 

just to want You when I think about You but 

to want You all the time, to think about You 

all the time, to have the want driving in me, 

to have it like a cancer in me.” In the penul-

timate entry, dated September 24, 1947, she 

writes, “I am a cheese, make me a mystic, 

immediately . . . [my soul] wants more and 

more to want You. Its demands are absurd. It’s 

a moth who would be king, a stupid slothful 

thing, a foolish thing, who wants God, who 

made the earth, to be its Lover. Immediately.”

And then the final entry, the slip back 

into the carnal, Scotch oatmeal cookies and 

erotic thought.

If the journal begins with spirit and ends 

in flesh—if the prayers migrate en masse 

between the metaphysical and the carnal, 

the body always exerting its force and gravi-

tational pull until O’Connor can only fling up 

her hands (nothing left to say of me)—it is in 

her fiction that we see the pull back upwards. 

The stories begin where the journal left off, 

squarely in the carnal: Hazel Motes in his 

glaring blue suit with the price tag stapled 

to the sleeve; Mrs. Connin with her long 

scattered teeth, whistling and blowing like 

a musical skeleton; Mrs. Freeman’s forward 

and reverse expressions, Hulga’s artificial leg; 

Mr. Shiftlet raising his crooked arms.

And the endings in revelation: the grand-

mother’s recognition of the Misfit as “one of 

her own children”; Tarwater knowing he’ll 

be a prophet after all, one who will “warn 

the children of God of the terrible speed of 

mercy”; Hulga’s vulnerability and humilia-

tion when the Bible salesman takes her leg; 

Julian’s entry into the “world of guilt and 

sorrow” after his mother has a stroke; Mrs. 

May with the look of one with sight restored 

but “who finds the light unbearable,” bull 

impaled in her lap. Racist Mrs. Turpin’s vision 

of white trash and niggers and battalions of 

freaks and lunatics climbing the swinging 

bridge to heaven, shouting hallelujah; the 

all-demanding eyes of Christ on Parker’s back.

The journal’s movement is spirit to flesh; 

the fiction, flesh to revelation. A circle is 

closed. The prayers, now that we have them, 

are the point of juncture. 

A m I glad the prayers have been released 

to the world? Glad to have overcome 

my initial reticence, at Sewanee, to 

read them? Yes—with a qualification.

Mornings, before the children are awake, 

I sit at my kitchen table to write. The table is 

pushed up against a south-facing window. If I 

sit on one side of the table, I face east, where 

the sun rises over the valley between Lookout 

Mountain and Missionary Ridge. On clear 

days, especially in winter when the trees are 

bare, the sunrise is glorious: full-throated, a 

pink-orange mass choir high note. But I can’t 

look at it directly for more than a few seconds.

If I sit on the other side of the table, I face 

west. My view is of the driveway, the trees 

between our yard and the neighbors’, the side 

of our house perpendicular to the kitchen 

wall. In this wall is a small bathroom window, 

octagonal, like a porthole on a ship. When 

the sun rises behind me, the window forms 

a frame. I watch the sunrise in reflection, the 

red-orange light gradually illuminating the 

grass, driveway, siding on the house; the 

crape myrtle, Georgia pines.

For as long as we’ve lived here, I’ve chosen 

to face west. I’d rather see the sun in transla-

tion; I’d rather see the effects of the light, 

not the light itself.

And so with the Prayer Journal. I’m grate-

ful to have looked full upon the intimacy of 

O’Connor’s relationship with her Beloved, 

the sun by which she saw. But I prefer, now, 

to turn back to the essays and fiction that have 

informed and inspired my faith and art. Let 

the prayers illuminate the work—hers, mine. 

The journal is a light by which to see. But 

perhaps we shouldn’t look at it too often, or 

for too long.

T here’s a final note to the journal. Half 

notes, in fact, sketched onto a single 

measure of lined staff. A few days ago 

I sat down at the piano and spread the paper-

back galley open like sheet music. I had to do 

a bit of transposing in the bass clef (I raised 

the chord a third; O’Connor drew the staff 

upside-down, and the notes appear to be one 

line off), but played all together, the notes—

C, E in treble, D, F, A in bass—form a D minor 

7 chord. It’s a jazzy, unresolved sound, on the 

edge of progression, demanding resolution. 

I experimented with various chord progres-

sions, ways to resolve—D minor 7 to D minor 

9 to G7 to C Major 7. It’s nothing more than 

a doodle, perhaps drawn unconsciously. But 

it’s there—after all the erasures and excisions, 

O’Connor left it there—on the cusp of some-

thing fuller, endless musical possibilities 

implicit in the notes. A fitting metaphor for 

the prayers, the moment before and behind 

the novels and stories and essays and letters 

we’ve known for over sixty years. The sound 

before the song. ø
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O f all the pitiless opinions set down about 

family, it’s hard to beat this snarl by 

August Strindberg, a sentence which 

appears early in the first volume of his novel-

ized memoir, The Son of a Servant, one of the 

bitterest condemnations of family ever written: 

“Family! thou art the home of all social evil, a 

charitable institution for comfortable women, 

an anchorage for house-fathers, and a hell for 

children.” Strindberg mobilizes those words 

within the mind of his childhood stand-in, 

Johan, who immediately before has dubbed 

the home a place “where wills are broken by 

tyranny, and self-respect killed by narrow ego-

ism.” Nowhere in Strindberg will you find an 

earnest encomium for family life—his favorite 

English novelist was the author of David Cop-
perfield—but that’s true for the lion’s share of 

literature. Family is the poisoned womb from 

which we are shoved into the world, inadequate 

and aching. In the preface to his play Getting 
Married, G. B. Shaw, with characteristic Shavian 

bile, sniped that home life “is no more natural to 

us than a cage is natural to a cockatoo.” I hasten 

to add that Getting Married also happens to 

be the title of Strindberg’s 1884 collection of 

short fiction. In its repudiation of family, then, 

literature is something of a family tree.

If the plangent examples of Strindberg and 

Shaw sound out of place beside the seemingly 

low-decibel short fiction of Elizabeth Spencer, 

consider for a moment that Spencer, ninety-two 

years old and the author of eighteen books, 

specialized in W. B. Yeats at Vanderbilt in the 

early 1940s, where her teacher was none other 

than Donald Davidson and where Allen Tate 

was in frequent attendance. Her 1998 mem-

oir, Landscapes of the Heart, commences and 

crescendos as a love song to literature, to the 

nourishing pleasure and pitch of serious read-

ing (Poe, Kipling, Faulkner). Eudora Welty was 

a cherished admirer and confidant; she wrote 

the touching foreword to the 1981 volume The 
Stories of Elizabeth Spencer. Consider, in other 

words, that for the past seven decades—her first 

novel, Fire in the Morning, was published in 

1948—Spencer has been storytelling in full 

frontal view of Literature, in tandem with a 

cast of immortals. 

Spencer might not share Strindberg’s fanged 

animosity for family, but her work confronts 

the reality that the face of conflict often wears 

the mask of kin. Few Americans have written so 

insistently and piercingly about the paradox of 

family, the myriad ways in which the force that 

sustains is also the force that erodes. Her new 

story collection, Starting Over—her first book 

in thirteen years—continues her peerless ar-

ticulation of the intimate rhythms in Southern 

existence. Spencer terrain is the Welty terrain 

of  “Why I Live at the P.O.” and The Optimist’s 
Daughter, but while one detects strains of cyni-

cism and mythic pedigree in Welty’s treatment 

of family—Ms. Welty has always had more in 

common with Ms. O’Connor than is typically 

acknowledged—Spencer in much of her fic-

tion endorses a fought-for capitulation to the 

permanence of family, accenting its potential 

benevolence over its inevitable attrition. 

I ought to stress “in her fiction” because 

“in her life” is a separate matter altogether. 

The rigor of Southern propriety in her Missis-

sippi town had a shackling effect on a young 

woman—born in 1921—who pulsed with 

sedition and artistic seeing, who understood 

that the white and black weft of Southern life 

rather odiously rewarded one pigment over 

another. Her third novel, The Voice at the Back 
Door, published in 1956, contains a punish-

ing truthfulness about race in the South (and 

bear in mind that although 1956 was one year 

after O’Connor’s singular story “The Artificial 
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Nigger” appeared in the Kenyon Review, it was 

four years before Harper Lee would give the 

world To Kill a Mockingbird ). In Landscapes 
of the Heart, Spencer dubs her childhood “a 

high-security prison, guards on the watch-

towers”: those guards were the exacting Pres-

byterians she called Father and Mother. The 

throbbing essence of every prisoner is the will 

to jailbreak, and Spencer left Mississippi in 

1953 on a Guggenheim, living first in Italy 

and then Montreal. Her published work added 

to the already numerous miles between her 

and her family. When she eventually returned 

to the South in 1986, she chose Chapel Hill, 

North Carolina, over anywhere in Mississippi. 

 

I n Starting Over, Spencer marshals the mani-

fold traits that generations of readers have 

come to expect from her brand of excellence: 

the elegant simplicity of the sentences, that al-

legro pacing of the narratives, the percipience 

of one whose vista reaches into both flesh and 

spirit, the ear of one who truly hears the ca-

dences of speech, and those impactful subtleties 

of character. More than ever before, the stories 

here expose the consequences of a sudden in-

fringement by a stray family member. Take the 

Sartrean wisdom of hell being other people and 

make it more familial: hell is that distant cousin 

who shows up to filch your child’s affection and 

disrupt your marriage; or the estranged son 

who moves in unannounced and causes strife 

among an entire battalion of your stepchildren; 

or your invalid mother, bedfast but demanding 

and much too slow to die. 

“Home” is always a kind of mirage, blurred 

at the boundaries of memory and incapable of 

ever being what you recall. As Thomas Wolfe’s 

titles have it, you can “look homeward, angel” 
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but “you can’t go home again.” Wolfe’s child-

hood house in Asheville, North Carolina, makes 

a cameo in “Return Trip,” the opening story of 

Starting Over. Patricia has interrupted a summer 

vacation with her husband and driven from 

the Carolina mountains to retrieve her grief-

pummeled cousin, Edward, newly arrived from 

California because his wife has died and he’s 

decided to reconnect with kin. At Edward’s odd 

request, they sit in front of Wolfe’s house, half 

of which is newly defaced by fire:

She was wondering what little bit 

Thomas Wolfe had to offer.

“Didn’t Wolfe have to put up with an 

awful family?” Edward recalled. “I won-

der how he stood it. We were luckier than 

that.”

“Are we getting into family?” She was 

tentative.

“It’s what we share,” said Edward. 

One might point out here that we share germs 

and maladies as well, but that doesn’t mean we 

must laud them, that they provide imperturb-

able bonds. The emblem of Wolfe’s charred 

family home intrudes just enough to be effec-

tive. Edward comments on having read Wolfe 

when he was younger, and then tells Patricia, 

“You learn something from other people’s bad 

times.” She asks, “Like what?” and he replies, 

“How to get through your own.” That’s a shin-

ing endorsement of literature, to be sure—if 

literature lacks the magic to make us better 

people it can at least help teach us how better 

to recognize beauty and pain. Patricia is mildly 

skeptical about the motives for Edward’s arrival, 

and by story’s end we’ll be confronted by the 

possibility that Edward, not Patricia’s husband, 

is the father of her grown son.

In Spencer country, if someone isn’t dis-

tracted by her own family, she’s distracted by 

someone else’s. Eva Rooke, the protagonist of 

“On the Hill,” is a fine study of the juncture 

at which distraction morphs into obsession: a 

dashing couple, Barry and Jan Daugherty, comes 

to town, throws Gatsbyesque soirees, perhaps 

dabbles in the occult, and ritually abuses their 

young child. Eva Rooke becomes tantalized by 

the sinister enigma of it all. We’re obsessed with 

other lives only when we don’t have adequate 

substance in our own, and after the Daughertys 

move away, Eva’s husband says to her, “What’s 

gone is gone . . . What’s real remains.” It’s a curi-

ous inversion, what’s real remains rather than 

what remains is real, suggesting quite incorrectly 

that the constitution of the authentic requires it 
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to stay with us—family, friendship, devotion—

while only the fabricated will take flight. Eva’s 

husband offers her that false inversion as a form 

of consolation: precisely what loved ones do.

This issue concerning the proper amount of 

devotion unfurls in “Sightings,” when Mason 

Everett’s teenage daughter, Tabitha, shows up 

at his house one evening: “It’s true they never 

saw much of each other. Maybe it was a shame.” 

There you have it, Mason’s moral coordinates 

in five common words: maybe it was a shame. 

Tabitha comes seeking refuge from her bitch of a 

mother and her mother’s new beau, a pharisaical 

and porcine prig (think Rush Limbaugh). What 

begins as a possible hellscape for Mason—he 

clearly values his daughter-less life—ends with 

him surprised by a newfangled love for the girl. 

In “The Wedding Visitor,” family devotion 

is yanked taut and almost snaps when Rob Ellis 

ventures to Mississippi for his cousin Norma’s 

wedding: still uneasily in love with Norma 

from his youth, Rob learns that the groom has 

stolen cash to pay for their honeymoon, and Rob 

makes it his mission to set things right, because 

Norma is “such a candidate for happiness.” It’s 

discourteous, downright nonfamilial to torpedo 

a wedding based on one’s own unruly emotions 

or the knowledge that the groom is a louse. Yet 

again it falls to a family member to augment 

self-deception, to help provide the sustenance 

for delusion: Norma’s only real candidacy is 

for disappointment and ennui, for a life spent 

looking back. 

And that’s the alternate theme wending 

through this collection, as it wends through 

much of Spencer’s work, and indeed through 

much of Southern literature—the one theme 

inextricable from family: that almighty potency 

of the past, its writhing reality in the present. 

I n Spencer’s oeuvre you come upon sentenc-

es that make you sit up a little straighter in 

your chair. These are the closing lines from 

her unstoppably charming, early-period story 

called “A Southern Landscape”: “There have 

got to be some things you can count on, would 

be an ordinary way to put it. I’d rather say that I 

feel the need of a land, of a sure terrain, of a sort 

of permanent landscape of the heart.” And this 

from another early-period story called “First 

Dark”: “But it scarcely ever happens, even 

in Richton, that one is able to see the precise  

moment when fact becomes faith, when life 

turns into legend, and people start to bend their 

finest loyalties to make themselves bemused 

custodians of the grave.” Starting Over con-

tains pithy gems you’ll wish to recall—“With 

affection you forgot annoyance”; “There must 

be such a thing as a truthful liar”—as well as 

faultlessly modulated sentences you’ll wish to 

write: “He passed the orange-colored monsters 

of the road construction, towering over the old 

hills now crumbled, shaping into a highway 

that would sweep thoughtlessly past the little 

town of his youth.” 

Near the start of “The Wedding Visitor,” 

one cousin says, “Family is all we have, like 

them or not,” and if that isn’t true, it’s at least 

true before it’s false. In her foreword to The 

Stories of Elizabeth Spencer, Welty remarks that 

Southern writers “thrive in the thick of family 

life. They comprehend ‘identity’ because it’s 

unavoidable.” About Spencer’s own identity, 

Welty observes, “This free spirit, anybody could 

tell, would do what she intended to do about 

writing.” And so she has. Every now and again 

the empty cosmos gets it right: that we have a 

healthy Spencer still witnessing at the age of 

ninety-two is a fact of flesh that feels more like a 

gift of grace, and Starting Over is a numinous ad-

dition to the catalog of an American treasure. ø
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A
s a kid, I was allowed to eat 

one egg per week. Mom 

fixed eggs on Sunday for a 

meal eaten at indeterminate 

times, dependent upon my 

father’s hangover. We ate 

late, often past noon, after 

being hungry for hours. The holdup was Dad’s 

weekly culinary tradition. The only food he 

ever prepared was Sunday potatoes—after 

Mom peeled and sliced them. Dad ensconced 

himself on a stool before the stove, drink-

ing coffee, smoking cigarettes, and reading 

a magazine. Occasionally he dumped spices 

onto the unsuspecting spuds.

The electric stove had an array of buttons 

for gauging heat—extra-low, low, medium, 

medium-high, high, extra-high. When you 

pressed a button, it remained depressed while 

automatically popping free any other but-

ton. I was fascinated with this system and 

its newfangled Space Age feel. When I was 

four I taught myself to read the buttons, then 

slowly began reading words on boxes: Sugar, 

Flour, Salt, Velveeta, and finally brand names 

on the appliances: Frigidaire and Osterizer. I 

liked the kitchen. It was bright with light, 

warm in winter, and blessedly safe since my 

father rarely ventured into that room except 

for Sunday mornings. 

Mom maintained a close vigilance on my 

father in order to time the rest of breakfast 

with his arbitrary decision that the potatoes 

were finished. Because he controlled the entire 

stove, she was relegated to a counter where 

she used an electric skillet on two-inch legs. A 

box of eggs stood open on the counter beside 

the necessities: sugar, salt, coffee, half-gallon 

of Jim Beam. 

When the potatoes began to burn, Mom 

placed sausage patties into the electric skillet 

and cooked them rapidly until they were dark 

and hard. She opened a tube of biscuits and 

quickly got them in the oven. Mom worked 

with a certain anxiety—if her timing was off, 

Dad got mad. By this time my siblings were 

staring hungrily at the food, Dad had read a 

couple of articles in Psychology Today, and the 

house was full of smoke from the potatoes. 

I enjoyed watching my mother cook eggs. 

She cracked each one and slid its contents into 

the skillet. She used a cereal spoon to cook 

them by flicking the hot sausage grease onto 

the bright yellow yolks. This signaled break-

fast was nearly ready. We assembled at the 

table for Dad’s ritual of cutting his biscuit in 

half, buttering it, and tucking it in his armpit 

to speed the melting of the butter. With his 

other hand he stirred a fresh cup of steaming 

coffee. To gauge whether or not the coffee 

was hot enough to burn his mouth, he set the 

spoon on my sister’s hand. If she jerked away 

and began to cry, he added more milk. When 

Dad ate, we ate, a prolonged activity that con-

sisted primarily of praising the potatoes to 

high heaven, and shoveling in the grease-laden 

eggs and discs of hardened sausage. Regardless, 

I eagerly anticipated this meal for the simple 

reason that I got to eat an egg. And I loved 

eggs. I really loved eggs. 

One summer I had a job in town, a twenty-

minute drive away, that began at 7:00 A.M. 

My brother and I shared the family’s second 

car, an old VW Bug, which was an odd choice 

for a family of six. I had to be at work much 

earlier than my brother. My solution was to 

rise early and hitchhike. I took a shortcut 

on a path over the hill to the Main Road, 

and began walking. At that time I primarily 

read nineteenth-century British novels. In a 

book set in London, a man ate an omelet for 

breakfast, which I assumed was some British 

specialty food, like a crumpet or a scone. One 

day I looked it up in the dictionary and was 

surprised to learn that an omelet was French, 

invented in the 1500s. Most importantly, it 

was composed of not one, but two eggs. I asked 

my mother if she’d ever heard of an omelet, 

and she taught me to prepare one. Every morn-

ing I made an omelet and hitchhiked to work. 

I was eighteen and proud of myself for having 

a full-time job painting curbs for the college, 

sitting in a gutter with a paintbrush and a 

five-gallon bucket of thick yellow paint. I’d 

also managed to increase my egg intake from 

one a week to two per day. 

A year later I applied for a summer job as 

a dishwasher at the Grand Canyon. I’d never 

worked in a restaurant, and in fact had eaten 

in one a mere four times, but the hourly wage 

was more than painting curbs. The previous 

summer I’d become comfortable enough with 

hitchhiking that it seemed natural to travel to 

Arizona in the same way. I packed a duffel bag 

with a change of clothes, a road atlas, a sleep-

ing bag, my journal, and an old paperback of 

Walt Whitman’s collected poems. The book 

contained an enormous amount of poetry but 

wouldn’t add much weight to my duffel bag. I 

figured a guy who wore his hat as he pleased 

would understand my practical decision to 

travel with his work. 

Reading books taught me that the United 

States had a desert, but I was operating under 

a significant level of geographical ignorance. 

I assumed everywhere in the country was 

basically the same as eastern Kentucky with 

a few key differences. I thought cities were 

the same as home, only with taller buildings, 

and it seemed reasonable that the desert just 

meant fewer trees. I was unprepared for the 

day’s heat and cold nights, and quite frankly, 

if it weren’t for the utter pity of drivers who 

stopped for me, I would have perished. They 

gave me water, food, and sunscreen. 

The Canyon had a high turnover of employ-

ees, due to the abysmal living quarters and 

the general personalities of people who took 

seasonal labor—ex-cons, parolees on the lam, 

messed up veterans, car thieves, deadbeats, 

dope fiends, and divorcees—folks so beat down 

by life that a short-term stint at the Canyon 

represented a fresh start. My roommate had 

recently done five years for armed robbery 

in Michigan. He worked in the laundry and 

never spoke. We got along fine. 

I excelled at washing dishes. Showing up on 

time and working hard set me apart in the eyes 

of the chef, a widowed retiree who’d owned 

his own restaurant in Nevada. He asked if I’d 

ever cooked breakfast. Yes, I said, I could make 

an omelet! He guffawed at my fanciness and 

thereafter referred to me as his “egg man.” 

He gave me rudimentary training in cracking 

eggs fast, and how to drop frozen sausage and 

slabs of hash browns into a deep fryer without 

burning myself. I spent half an hour learning 

to flip eggs in a pan. I practiced with a ham-

burger bun until I could keep it in the pan ten 

times in a row, then stepped up to an egg, fi-

nally achieving the goal of flipping two eggs 

without breaking either yolk. I became a short-

order egg man, eventually able to flip the con-

tents of two pans simultaneously, one in either 

hand, while also correctly timing over easy, 

over medium, over hard, and sunny-side up. 

I became friends with a tram driver who 

worked the early shift and ate before anyone 

else. He talked constantly, mainly complain-

ing. People didn’t like him, but I enjoyed his 

company and everyone said we were funny to-

gether. They started calling us Fear and Loath-

ing because until I came along, he didn’t talk 

to anyone, just read that book constantly. Fear, 

as he was known, suggested we sky-hitch to 

Vegas in honor of the book. At the Canyon 

airport he bugged pilots until one agreed to 

fly us to McCarran. I had fifty dollars, which 

I intended to turn into fifty thousand by play-

ing blackjack according to a system I’d read 

about in a book. The idea was to count high 
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cards by stacking chips a certain way. My plan 

succeeded well enough that a grim-faced thug 

with a head like a bucket of lard stood nearby 

and watched me play. Who could blame him? 

I was twenty-one and scruffy and winning—at 

least until the tide turned and I ran so low 

on chips that I couldn’t maintain the count. I 

went way up and way down, then went broke. 

Fear lost more slowly, like water draining 

from a partially stopped-up sink. By dawn I 

had less than two bucks and Fear was penniless 

and drunk. I put the last of my money into a 

slot machine and won four dollars, which we 

spent on the “Gambler’s Special” of two-dollar 

steak and eggs. I’d never eaten steak before, 

and considered the meat a little tough, but I 

believed they’d done a good job on the eggs. 

Afterwards, Fear informed me that he knew 

a shortcut through the desert to the airport. 

Halfway there, in the midst of scrub and dirt, 

traversing above the buried bones of thousands 

of mob victims, my upper thigh suddenly be-

gan to hurt with such stunning force that I 

thought a scorpion had crawled up my pants 

leg and stung me. I hopped around and slapped 

my thigh and yanked my jeans down. There was 

no scorpion, but in my pocket I found a book 

of casino matches that had caught on fire from 

friction in the heat. 

We made it to the airport without further 

mishap. Fear caught us a return flight on a 

small plane that flew foreign tourists inside the 

canyon. Fear immediately passed out, despite 

the sudden twists and turns, hard banking, and 

quick drops in altitude as the pilot, a former 

crop duster, put the aircraft through its paces. 

The only other passengers were a well-dressed 

couple from France who’d chartered the plane. 

The husband became violently airsick, which 

disgusted his wife. My stomach held fast, and 

I flung about some high school French with 

an appalling accent. I told her I was a chef du 
omelette and she laughed. Upon landing she 

pressed her bosom against me, stared at her 

ill husband, and gave me a long kiss. I was 

taken aback, but given the messy state of the 

husband, I didn’t worry about retribution. 

The chef asked me to stay through the win-

ter as part of his skeleton crew, but I’d managed 

to acquire a girlfriend, a college graduate who 

urged me to return to school. First, she and I 

hiked the Bright Angel Trail to the bottom of 

the Grand Canyon, the single most remarkable 

walking experience of my life. The canyon is a 

mile deep, but the trail is ten miles long due to 

switchbacks. Descending is like traveling back-

wards through time, seeing the geologic his-

tory of Earth written in the strata of the walls, 

while being careful to avoid stepping in mule 

dung. We’d been warned that temperatures 

in the bottom surpassed a hundred degrees. 

She took trail mix and extra water. I took eggs. 

Based on my experience with matches in the 

desert, I believed the eggs would cook inside 

the shell and we’d eat them hard-boiled at the 

bottom. We were so exhausted upon arrival 

that we collapsed on the dirt and slept. In the 

morning, insects had discovered the contents 

of my pack—rapidly rotting eggs. 

Over the years I’ve relied on eggs to get me 

through many prolonged periods of little mon-

ey. The beauty of an omelet is that you can make 

one with darn near anything lying around the 

cupboard. From experience, I strongly recom-

mend against omelets composed of frozen peas 

or cabbage or cold pizza found in a couch. My 

most successful experiment-due-to-necessity 

was an omelet filled with crunchy peanut but-

ter. The secret is to cook the folded egg just long 

enough to slightly soften the peanut butter, but 

not melt it. During the 1980s, I went through 

a health food phase, initially motivated by eco-

nomics, but also driven by the desire to seduce 

scrawny young women who wore black clothes 

and ate fruit, vegetables, and grain. One week-

end I invited a young lady to my house. I had 

not a nickel to my name, but possessed eight 

eggs and a sack of wheat germ. Yes, I did. Yes, 

it tasted terrible. Yes, she left forthwith. 

I never returned to the Grand Canyon but 

have visited my parents many times. They’ve 

lived in the same house for fifty years. Gone 

is the push-button stove that taught me to 

read, replaced by a fancy rig with flat burn-

ers and conventional knobs. The counter still 

holds coffee and bourbon. Mom doesn’t recall 

teaching me to make an omelet but she does 

remember saving eggshells for various craft 

projects such as a Christmas wreath made of 

old newspaper. In her kitchen, I found a heav-

ily used community cookbook that included 

an omelet recipe. 

The cookbook was titled Ask Your Neighbor 
and was “presented” by WBLG Radio 1300. 

There is no copyright page or publisher listed. 

My mother’s highly legible cursive, penned 

in what was known as a “secretary’s hand,” 

includes a date: December 30, 1969. The book 

itself has yellow cardboard binders and mea-

sures 8 ½ inches by 5 ½ inches. It consists 

of 210 pages, typed in Courier and crudely 

reproduced with a mimeograph machine. The 

book is loosely bound by a brad on the left 

edge, with its prongs feeding through two 

holes punched in each page. The prongs then 

fold over themselves on the back cover and 

tuck beneath a metal band to hold them in 

place like a belt loop.

The cover is remarkable for its line art, which 

is indecipherable in design and intent. The 

title is centered within an asymmetric oblong, 

possibly representing a food tray or a television 

screen. Two corners show a black pictogram 

that could be the silhouette of a railroad trestle. 

The upper right corner has a small photograph 

of Terrell Whitaker, a dashing radio personal-

ity who presumably edited the cookbook. 

My early employment served me in good stead 

for many years. I have held jobs in sixteen res-

taurants and worked as a house painter several 

times. I gave up hitchhiking but still read a 

great deal of poetry. Recently I learned that 

Walt Whitman ate four raw eggs per day for 

the last twenty years of his life. He died at age 

72, extremely old for a man born in the year 

1819, when the average life expectancy for men 

was age 31. I’ve decided to maintain the dietary 

habit of America’s preeminent Egg Man, who 

wrote: “I will take an egg out of the robin’s nest 

in the orchard.” ø

O  M  E  L  E  T

2 eggs

½ tsp. salt

2 tbsp. butter

4 tbsp. milk

⅛ tsp. pepper

Melt butter in omelet pan or 

small skillet. Beat eggs, milk, 

and seasonings and pour in 

pan. Cook and fold over. Pour 

filling in center of omelet 

when it is almost done and 

fold omelet over. 

 

 

 

 

 

 





Amy Greene

LONG MAN

a stunning new novel from the best-selling author of Bloodroot

A riveting, evocative novel of a family in turmoil—
the story of three days in the summer of 1936, 
as a government-built dam is about to fl ood an 
Appalachian town, and a little girl goes missing.

“Unforgettable…a gorgeous, tragic tale…
Greene’s enormous talent creates such 

exquisite tension that the reader is 
left devastated.”

—publishers weekly (starred review) 

“Vividly drawn…mesmerizing”
—jill mccorkle

“This story of love, loyalty, 
and often-complex relationships had us 
hooked from the fi rst page to the last.”

—southern living

“Powerful, magical. 
A breathtakingly 

good read.” 
—entertainment

weekly

“Bloodroot has
everything I savor

in fi ction.”
—wally 

lamb
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