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A RIVER POURED THROUGH

the landscape I knew as a child. [t was the power of the
place, gathering rain and snowmelt, surging through
the valley under sun, under ice, under the bellies of fish
and the curled brown boats of sycamore leaves. You
will need a good map of Ohio to find the river [ am
talking about, the West Branch of the Mahoning. The
stretch of it I knew best no longer shows on maps, a
stretch that ran between woodced slopes and along the
flanks of cornfields and pastures in the township of
Charlestown, in Portage County, a rural enclave sur-
rounded by the smokestacks and concrete of Akron,
Youngstown, and Cleveland in the northeastern cor-
ner of the state.

Along that river bottom | gathered blackberrics and
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hickory nuts, trapped muskrats, rode horses, followed
baying hounds on he scent of raccoons. Spring and
fall, I walked barefoot over the tilled ficlds, alert tor ar-
rowheads. Along those slopes I helped a family of
Swedish farmers ccllect buckets of maple sap. On the
river itself I skated in winter and paddled in summer,
I pawed through gravel bars in search of fossils, 1
watched hawks preen and pounce, 1 courted and ca-
noed and idled. This remains for me a primal land-
scape, imprinted ¢n my scnses, a place by which |
measure cvery other place.

It is also, now, a drowned landscape. In the early
1960s, when I was in high school, politicians and
bankers and rcaltors ordained that the Mahoning
should be snared. A dam was built, the river died, and
water backed up over most of the land Lknew. No city
needed the water for drinking. The reservorr, named
after a man who had never lived in that valley, pro-
vided owners of leud boats with another playground
for racing and waterskiing, and provided me with a
lesson in loss. If the loss were mine alone, the story
would not be worth telling. My grieving for a
drowned landscapc is private, a small ache in a bruised
world. But the building of the dam, the obliteration of
that valley, the displacement of people and beasts,
these were publicacts, the sort of acts we have been re-
peating from coast to coast as we devour the
continent.

Like many townships in farm country, remote from
the offices where the fate of land is decided, Charles-
town has suffered more than one erasurc. Long before
the building of the reservorr, the government had al-
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ready sliced away the northern third of the township
for an arsenal, a wild, murderous place [ have written
about clsewhere as a paradise of bombs. On current
maps of the township that upper third is blank white,
and most of the remaining two-thirds, flooded by the
reservoir, is vacant blue. Merely by looking at the
map, onc can tell that here is a sacrificial zone.

Returning to one’s native ground, always tricky, be-
comes downright treacherous when the ground is at
the bottom of a lake. Unwilling to dive through so
much water, ] can return to that drowned landscape, as
[ can return to childhood, only by diving through
memory.

[ had just become a teenager when the government
began purchasing the farms and trailers and shacks
that would be in the path of the reservoir. (If there had -
been mansions and factories in the way, the politicians
would have doomed a different valley.) Among the
first to be unhoused was the Swedish family, old Mr.
Sivvy and his two unmarried children, who had
farmed that bottom land with big-shouldered horses,
whose silage T had pitchforked in the steaming silo,
whose cows I had fed, whose maple syrup 1 had sa-
vored hot from the vat. Uprooted, the old man soon
died. The children bought a new farm on high ground,
trying to start over, but it was no good, the soil too
thin, worn out, no black bottom land, nc fat maples,
no river pouring through it. All down the valley it was
the same, people forced to move by a blizzard of gov-
crnment paper, occasionally by the sheriff, ina few in-
stances by the arrival of bulldozers at their front door.
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While gangs of men with dynamite and dump
trucks tore down the condemned buildings, other
gangs with carthmovers and cement mixers slowly
raised a wall across the river. For a year I watched it
rise, while | wooed a girl who lived on a ridge over-
looking the dam tite. Crooners purred love songs
from the stereo in her parlor, against an accompani-
ment of chuffs and shouts and whistles from the valley
below. I studied the contours of that girl’s face while
the river's contours were bullicd into the shape of
blueprints. The huge concrete forms, the tinkertoy
scaffolds, the blasting, the snort of compressors, the
lurch of heavy machines are confused in me now with
the memory of damp hands and lingering kisses. The
girl and I broke up, but the concrete held. Thereafter,
[ avoided that ridge, and did not see the laying of the
dam’s final tier, did not sce the steel gates close. By the
time I graduated from high school, water was begin-
ning to lap over the banks of the Mahoning, but |
could not bear to go down to the river and look.

When I left Ohio for college, my family left as well,
trailing my father’s work to Louisiana. My childhood
friends dispersed— to war, to jail, to distant marriages
and jobs, to citics where lights glittered and dollars
sang. | had scant rcason to visit that flooded township
and good reason to keep my distance. Why rush to see
a muddy expansc of annihilating water?

Some years later, Fowever, duties carried me through
the northeastern corner of Ohio, within an hour’s
drive of my old neighborhood. I had not planned to
make a detour. Yet the names of towns emblazoned on
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huge green signs along the highway tugged at me. The
shapes of chimneys and roofs, the colors of barns, the
accents in fast-food booths and gas stations, all drew
me off the interstate onto the roads of Portage
County, up the stream of recollection toward that
childhood place.

The season of my return was late winter, after the
last snow and before the first plowing, before grass re-
sumed its green sizzle, before trees blurred with
leaves. The shape of the land lay exposed. [t wasa gray
day, a day to immunize one against nostalgia, a day
safe, 1 supposed, for facing up to what 1 had lost.
Surely I was prepared by now to sec the great erasure.
[ was a man, and had put behind me a boy’s atfection
for a stretch of river and a patch of dirt. New places
had claimed me, thereby loosening the grip of that old
landscape. Still, to ease my way back, before going to
the reservoir I drove through the county seat, Ra-
venna, which had scarcely changed, and then through
Edinburgh, Atwater, Deerfield, Palmyra, Paris, Way-
land—tiny crossroad settlements where 1 had played
baseball and caten pie and danced—and these, too, had
scarcely changed. Circling, I drew closer and closer to
the blue splotch on the map.

The best way to approach the water, [ decided, was
along the road where, for half our years in Charles-
town, my family had lived on five acres with horses
and rabbits and dogs. Surely our gray-shingled house
would still be there, safe on its ridge above the lake,
even if most of the land I had known was drowned. So
[ turned from the highway onto that curving, cracked,
tar-slick road, looking for the familiar. Butat the cor-
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ner, where there should have been a farmhouse, asilo,
a barn, there was only a billboard marking the en-
trance to the West Branch Reservation. The fields
where 1 had baled hay now bristled with a young
woods. There was no house in the hollow where the
road dipped down, where the family of Seventh Day
Adventists used to live with their stacks of apocalyptic
pamphlets and their sad-eyed children. The spinster’s
white bungalow was gone, along with the battered bus
in the side yard which had served her for a chicken
coop. Yard after yard had grown up in brush, and the
shade trees spread darkness over their own seedlings.
No mail boxes leaned on posts beside the road, no
driveways broke the fringe of weeds. The trailer park
was gone, the haunted house was gone, the tar-paper
shanty where the drunk mechanic beat his wife and the
wife beat her kids and the kids wailed, that was gone,
and so was every last trailer and cottage and privy and
shack, all down the blacktopped mile to our place.

I recognized our place by the two weeping willows
out front. My father and 1 had planted those willows
from slips, had ferced them round to protect the ten-
der bark from dcer, had watered and weeded and
nursed them along. By the day of my visit those twigs
had burgeoned into yellow fountains some fifty fect
high, brimming over the woods that used to be our
cleared land, woods that flourished where our house
and barn had stooc. 1 did not get out of the car. I could
see from the road 21l that | was ready to sce. The dense
thicket, bare of leaves, was the color of rusty iron.
Aside from the wilows, no hint of our work or own-

ership survived.
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I felt a fool. During the years of my absence, while
my mind had suffered the waters to rise through the
forest and up the ravines onto the margins of our land,
I had preserved the gray-shingled house, the low white
barn, the lilacs and forsythia, the orchard and pasture,
the garden, the lawn. And yet, all the while, cedar and
sumac and brambles, like the ecarth’s dark fur, had been
pushing up through my past.

Sight of the reservotr, surely, could not be worse. I
continued down the road through the vigorous
woods. Not a house, not a barn, not a plowed field.
The first clearing | came to was half a mile farther on,
at the spot where a man named Ferry had lived. He
used to let the neighborhood kids swinm in his pond,
even after a boastful boy dived into a rock and
drowned. We knew that when we knocked at Mr. Fer-
ry’s door, raising money for school or scouts, he
would buy whatever we had to sell. He was a tender
man. He loved his wife so much that when she died he
planted a thousand white pines in her memory. The
pines, spindly in my recollection, had grown nto a
forest by the day of my rcturn.

In place of Mr. Ferry’s house and yard there was a
state campground now, encircled by the spiky green
palisade of pines. The entrance booth was boarded up.
A placard outside instructed campers to deposit their
fees—so much for trailers, so much for tents—in the
box below. There was no box below, only a slab ot
plywood with ragged holes from which the screws
had been ripped. Nor were there any campers on this
wintry afterncen. As D drove tnrough o v '
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tires and the yawp of blue jays overhead and the
shoosh of wind through the pines.

I pulled away from the campground and drove on.
My mind raced ahead along the road as I remembered
it, steeply downhill between fat maples and patchy
sycamores to the river and the steel-girdered bridge. |
had rolled down that hill in a school bus, swayed down
on horseback, hurtled down on bicycle and sled, run
down on foot. The slope and feel of it, fixed inside me,
became iny standard for all hills. From the bridge [ had
watched the river’s current raveling over sandbars,
minnows flickering in the shallows, water-striders
dimpling the surface. Now and again, when the sun
was right, I had spied my own face peering up from
the stream. In memory, the road stretched on beyond
the bridge, passing the tin-roofed shed where the ma-
ple syrup boiled, passing the Sivvy farm, rising up the
far slope to a T-junction with a ridgeline road. Turn
left from there, and I would go to the high school.
Turn right, and [ would go to the barbershop and feed
store. As my thouzhts raced ahead of the car, inside
me the valley opencd and the river flexed its long sleek
muscle.

Rounding the curve, however, | had to slam on the
brakes to avoid running into a guardrail that blocked
the road. Beyond the railing, where valley and bridge
and river should have been, flat gray water spread
away toward distant hills. You know this moment
from dream: Youare in a familiar room, but when you
turn to leave, where a door should be thereis a wall; or
you come up behind someone you love, speak her
name, yet when she turns around her face is blank; or

10

A FTER T HE FLOOD

you find the story of the universe written on a page,
but when youdraw close to read it, the letters dissolve.
Waters of separation, waters of oblivion, waters of
death.

I gotoutof the car and pressed my thighs against the
cold steel barricade and stared. Gray, flat, empty lake.
Noteven a boat to redeem the emptiness. A lone crow
slowly pumped toward the horizon on glossy black
wings. Along the shore, a few sycamores still thrust
up their mottled branches. Except for those trees, the
pavement bencath my boots, and hills too high for
water to claim, everything [ knew had been swept
away.

My worst imaginings had failed to prepare me for
this. I'stood there dazed. [ could not take it in, so much
had been taken away. For a long spell I leaned against
the guardrail and dredged up cverything I could re-
member of what lay beneath the reservorr. But mem-
ory was at last defeated by the blank gray water. No ef-
fort of mind could restore the river or drain the valley.
I surrendered to what my eyes were telling me. Only
then was [ truly exiled.

Those who built the dam had their reasons. You have
heard the litany: flood control, recreation, develop-
ment. | very much doubt that more human good has
come from that muddy, silting, rarely frequented lake
than came from the cultivated valley and wild woods
and tree-flowing river. Lam suspicious of the logic that
would forestall occasional floods by creating a perma-
nent one. But I do not wish to debate the merits of
dams. [ 'mean only to speak of how casually, howsre-
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lentlessly we sever the bonds between person and
place.

One’s native ground is the place where, since before
you had words for such knowledge, you have known
the smells, the scasons, the birds and beasts, the hu-
man voices, the houses, the ways of working, the lay
of the land, and the quality of light. Itis the landscape
you learn before you retreat inside the illusion of your
skin. You may love the place if you flourished there, or
hate the place if you suffered there. But love it or hate
it, you cannot shake free. Even if you move to the an-
tipodes, even if you become intimate with new land-
scapes, you still bear the impression of that first
ground.

[ am all the more committed to know and care for
the place I have come to as an adult because I have lost
irretricvably the childhood landscapes that gave shape
to my love of the earth. The farm outside Memphis
where [ was born has vanished beneath parking lots
and the poison-perfect lawns of suburbs. The arsenal,
with its herds of deer grazing on the grassy roofs of
ammunition bunkers, is locked away behind chain-
link fences, barbed wire, and guns. And the Mahoning
Valley has been drowned. In our century, 1 our coun-
try, no fate could be more ordinary.

Of course, in mourning the drowned valley [ also
mourn my drowned childhood. The dry land pre-
served the traces of my comings and goings, the river
carried the reflection of my beardless face. Yet cven as
a boy I knew that landscape was incomparably older
than I, and richer, and finer. Some of the trees along
the Mahoning had been rooted there when the first
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white settlers arrived from New England. Hawks had
been hunting and decr had been drinking there since
before our kind harnessed oxen. The gravels, laden
with fossils, had been shoved there ten thousand years
ago by glaciers. The river itself was the offspring of
glaciers, a channel for meltwater to follow toward the
Ohio, and thence to the Mississippi and the Gulf of
Mexico. What I knew of the land’s own history made
me sce that expanse of water as a wound.

Lovyalty to place arises from sources deeper than nar-
cissism. It arises from our need to be at home on the
carth. We marry oursclves to the creation by knowing
and cherishing a particular place, just as we join our-
selves to the human family by marrying a particular
man or woman. If the marriage is deep, divorce is
painful. My drive down that unpeopled road and my
desolatc watch beside the reservoir gave me a hint of
what others must feel when they are wrenched from
their place. I say a hint because my loss is mild com-
pared to what others have lost.

[ think of the farmers who saw their wood lots and
ficlds go under the flood. I think of the Miami and
Shawnee who spoke of belonging to that land as a
child belongs to a mother, and who were driven out by
white soldiers. I think of the hundred other tribes that
were herded onto reservations far from the graves of
their ancestors. 1 think of the Africans who were
yanked from their homes and bound in chains and
shipped to this New World. I think about refugees, set
in motion by hunger or tyranny or war. | think about
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émigrés, all the homeless wanderers. I think about the
poor everywheire—and it is overwhelmingly the
poor—whose land is gobbled by strip mines, whose
necighborhoods are wiped out by highways and shop-
ping malls, whose villages are destroyed by bombs,
whose forests arc despoiled by chain saws and execu-
tive fountain pens.

The word nostalgia was coined in 1688 as a medical
term, to provide an equivalent for the German word
meaning homesickness. We commonly treat home-
sickness as an ailment of childhood, like mumps or
chickenpox, and we treat nostalgia as an afHiction of
age. On our lips, nostalgia usually means a sentimental
regard for the trinkets and fashions of an earlier time,
for an idealized past, for a vanished youth. We speak of
anostalgia for the movies of the 1930s, say, or the hair-
cuts of the 1950s. It is a shallow use of the word. The
two Greek roots of nostalgia literally mean return pain.
The pain comes not from returning home but from
longing to return. Perhaps it is inevitable that a nation
of immigrants—who shoved aside the native tribes of
this continent, who enslaved and transported Afri-
cans, who still cclebrate motion as if humans were
dust motes—that such a nation should lose the deeper
meaning of this word. A footloose people, we find it
difficult to honor the lifclong, bone-deep attachment
to place. We are slow to acknowledge the pain in
yearning for one’s native ground, the deep anguish in
not being able, ever, to return.

On a warmer day I might have taken off my clothes
and stepped over the guardrail and waded on down
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that road under the lake. Where the water was too
deep, 1 could have continued in a boat, letting down a
line to plumb the bottom. [ would not be angling for
death, which is far too easy to catch, but ftor lite. To
touch the ground even through a length of rope would
be some consolation. The day was cold, however, and
[ was far from anyone who knew my face. So I
climbed into the car and turned away and drove back
through the resurgent woods.
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