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HOMELAND

y great-grandmother belonged to the Bird Clan.
Hers was one of the fugitive bands of Cherokee who resisted
capture in the year that General Winfield Scott was in
charge of prodding the forest people from their beds and
removing them westward. Those few who escaped his notice
moved like wildcat families through the Carolina moun-
tains, leaving the ferns unbroken where they passed, eating
wild grapes and chestnuts, drinking when they found
streams. The ones who could not travel, the aged and the
infirm and the very young, were hidden in deep cane thick-
ets where they would remain undiscovered until they were
bones. When the people’s hearts could not bear any more,
they laid their deerskin packs on the ground and settled
again.

General Scott had moved on to other endeavors by this
time, and he allowed them to thrive or perish as they would.
They built clay houses with thin, bent poles for spines, and
in autumn they went down to the streams where the syca-
more trees had let their year’s work fall, the water steeped
brown as leaf tea, and the people cleansed themselves of
the sins of the scattered-bone time. They called their refugee
years The Time When We Were Not, and they were for-
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HoMELAND

given, because they had carried the truth of themselves in
a sheltered place inside the flesh, exactly the way a fruit
that has gone soft still carries inside itself the clean, hard
stone of its future.

IT

My name is Gloria St. Clair, but like most people I've been
called many things. My maiden name was Murray. My
grown children have at one time or another hailed me by
nearly anything pronounceable. When I was a child myself,
my great-grandmother called me by the odd name of
Waterbug. I asked her many times why this was, until she
said once, to quiet me, “T’ll tell you that story.”

We were on the front-porch swing, in summer, in dark-
ness. I waited while she drew tobacco smoke in and out of
her mouth, but she said nothing. “Well,” I said.

Moonlight caught the fronts of her steel-framed spec-
tacles and she looked at me from her invisible place in the
dark. “I said I'd tell you that story. I didn’t say I would tell
it right now.”

We lived in Morning Glory, a coal town hacked with
sharp blades out of a forest that threatened always to take
it back. The hickories encroached on the town, springing
up unbidden in the middle of dog pens and front yards and
the cemetery. The creeping vines for which the town was
named drew themselves along wire fences and up the sides
of houses with the persistence of the displaced. I have heard
it said that if a man stood still in Morning Glory, he would
be tied down by vines and not found until first frost. Even
the earth underneath us sometimes moved to repossess its
losses: the long, deep shafts that men opened to rob the coal
veins would close themselves up again, as quietly as flesh
wounds.

My great-grandmother lived with us for her last two
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years. When she came to us we were instructed to call her
Great Grandmother, but that proved impossible and so we
called her Great Mam. My knowledge of her life follows an
oddly obscured pattern, like a mountain road where much
of the scenery is blocked by high laurel bushes, not because
they were planted there, but because no one thought to cut
them down.

I know that her maternal lineage was distinguished. Her
mother’s mother’s father was said to have gone to England,
where he dined with King George and contracted smallpox.
When he returned home his family plunged him into an icy
stream, which was the curative custom, and he died. Also,
her mother was one of the Bird Clan’s Beloved Women.
When I asked what made her a Beloved Woman, Great
Mam said that it was because she kept track of things.

But of Great Mam’s own life, before she came to us, I
know only a little. She rarely spoke of personal things,
favoring instead the legendary and the historic, and so what
I did discover came from my mother, who exercised over
all matters a form of reverse censorship: she spoke loudly
and often of events of which she disapproved, and rarely of
those that might have been ordinary or redemptive. She told
us, for instance, that Great-Grandfather Murray brought
Great Mam from her tribal home in the Hiwassee Valley to
live in Kentucky, without Christian sanction, as his com-
mon-law wife. According to Mother, he accomplished all
of this on a stolen horse. From that time forward Great
Mam went by the name of Ruth.

It was my mother’s opinion that Great-Grandfather
Murray was unfit for respectable work. He died after taking
up the honest vocation of coal mining, which also killed
their four sons, all on the same day, in a collapsed shaft.
Their daughter perished of fever after producing a single
illegitimate boy, who turned out to be my father, John Mur-
ray. Great Mam was thus returned to refugee ways, raising
her grandson alone in hard circumstances, moving from
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place to place where she could find the odd bit of work.
She was quite remarkably old when she came to us.

1 know, also, that her true name was Green Leaf,
although there is no earthly record of this. The gravesite is
marked Ruth. Mother felt we ought to bury her under her
Christian name in the hope that God in His infinite mercy
would forget about the heathen marriage and stolen horses
and call her home. It is likely, however, that He might have
passed over the headstone altogether in his search for her,
since virtually all the information written there is counter-
feit. We even had to invent a date and year of birth for her
since these things were unknown. This, especially, was
unthinkable to my brothers and me. But we were children,
of course, and believed our own birthdays began and ended
the calendar.

To look at her, you would not have thought her an
Indian. She wore blue and lavender flowered dresses with
hand-tatted collars, and brown lace-up shoes with sturdy
high heels, and she smoked a regular pipe. She was tall,
with bowed calves and a faintly bent-forward posture, spine
straight and elbows out and palms forward, giving the
impression that she was at any moment prepared to stoop
and lift a burden of great bulk or weight. She spoke with a
soft hill accent, and spoke properly. My great-grandfather
had been an educated man, more prone in his lifetime to
errors of judgment than errors of grammar.

Great Mam smoked her pipe mainly in the evenings,
and always on the front porch. For a time I believed this
was because my mother so vigorously objected to the smell,
but Great Mam told me otherwise. A pipe had to be smoked
outdoors, she said, where the smoke could return to the
Beloved Old Father who gave us tobacco. When I asked
her what she meant, she said she meant nothing special at
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all. It was just the simplest thing, like a bread-and-butter
note you send to an aunt after she has fed you a meal.

I often sat with Great Mam in the evenings on our porch
swing, which was suspended by four thin, painted chains
that squeaked. The air at night smelled of 0il and dust, and
faintly of livestock, for the man at the end of our lane kept
hogs. Great Mam would strike a match and suck the flame
into her pipe, lighting her creased face in brief orange bursts.

“The small people are not very bright tonight,” she
would say, meaning the stars. She held surprising convic-
tions, such as that in the daytime the small people walked
among us. I could not begin to picture it.

“You mean down here in the world, or do you mean
right here in Morning Glory?” I asked repeatedly. “Would
they walk along with Jack and Nathan and me to school?”

She nodded. “They would.”

“But why would they come here?” 1 asked.

“Well, why wouldn’t they?” she said.

I thought about this for a while, entirely unconvinced.

“You don’t ever have to be lonesome,” she said. “That’s
one thing you never need be.”

“But mightn’t I step on one of them, if it got in my way
and I didn’t see it?”

Great Mam said, “No. They aren’t that small.”

She had particular names for many things, including
the months. February she called “Hungry Month.” She
spoke of certain animals as if they were relatives our parents
had neglected to tell us about. The cowering white dog that
begged at our kitchen door she called “the sad little cousin.”
If she felt like it, on these evenings, she would tell me stories
about the animals, their personalities and kindnesses and
trickery, and the permanent physical markings they invar-
iably earned by doing something they ought not to have
done. “Remember that story,” she often commanded at the
end, and I would be stunned with guilt because my mind

5



HoMELAND

had wandered onto crickets and pencil erasers and Black
Beauty.

“I might not remember,” I told her. “It’s too hard.”

Great Mam allowed that I might think I had forgotten.
“But you haven’t. You’ll keep it stored away,” she said. “If
it'’s important, your heart remembers.”

I had known that hearts could break and sometimes
even be attacked, with disastrous result, but I had not heard
of hearts remembering. I was eleven years old. I did not
trust any of my internal parts with the capacity of memory.

When the seasons changed, it never occurred to us to
think to ourselves, “This will be Great Mam’s last spring.
Her last June apples. Her last fresh roasting ears from the
garden.” She was like an old pine, whose accumulated years
cause one to ponder how long it has stood, not how soon it
will fall. Of all of us, I think Papa was the only one who
believed she could die. He planned the trip to Tennessee.
We children simply thought it was a great lark.

This was in June, following a bad spring during which
the whole southern spine of the Appalachians had broken
out in a rash of wildcat strikes. Papa was back to work at
last, no longer home taking up kitchen-table space, but still
Mother complained of having to make soups of neckbones
and cut our school shoes open to bare our too-long toes to
summer’s dust, for the whole darn town to see. Papa pointed
out that the whole darn town had been on the picket lines,
and wouldn’t pass judgment on the Murray kids if they ran
their bare bottoms down Main Street. And what’s more, he
said, it wasn’t his fault if John L. Lewis had sold him down
the river.

My brothers and I thrilled to imagine ourselves racing
naked past the Post Office and the women shopping at Her-
man Ritchie’s Market, but we did not laugh out loud. We
didn’t know exactly who Mr. John L. Lewis was, or what
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river Papa meant, but we knew not to expect much. The
last thing we expected was a trip.

My brother Jack, because of his nature and superior age,
was suspicious from the outset. While Papa explained his
plan, Jack made a point of pushing lima beans around his
plate in single file to illustrate his boredom. It was 1gs5.
Patti Page and Elvis were on the radio and high school boys
were fighting their mothers over ducktails. Jack had a year
to go before high school, but already the future was plainly
evident.

He asked where in Tennessee we would be going, if we
did go. The three of us had not seen the far side of a county
line.

“The Hiwassee Valley, where Great Mam was born,”
Papa said.

My brother Nathan grew interested when Jack laid down
his fork. Nathan was only eight, but he watched grownups.
If there were no men around, he watched Jack.

“Eat your beans, Jack,” Mother said. “I didn’t put up
these limas last fall so you could torment them.”

Jack stated, “I’'m not eating no beans with guts in them.”

Mother took a swat at Jack’s arm. “Young man, you
watch your mouth. That’s the insides of a hog, and a hog’s
a perfectly respectable animal to eat.” Nathan was making
noises with his throat. I tried not to make any face one way
or the other. _

Great Mam told Mother it would have been enough just
to have the limas, without the meat. “A person can live on
green corn and beans, Florence Ann,” she said. “There’s no
shame in vegetables.”

We knew what would happen next, and watched with
interest. “If I have to go out myself and throw a rock at a
songbird,” Mother said, having deepened to the color of
beetroot, “nobody is going to say this family goes without
meat!”

Mother was a tiny woman who wore stockings and shirt-
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waists even to hoe the garden. She had yellow hair pinned
in a tight bun, with curly bangs in front. We waited with
our chins cupped in our palms for Papa’s opinion of her
plan to make a soup of Robin Redbreast, but he got up from
the table and rummaged in the bureau drawer for the gas-
station map. Great Mam ate her beans in a careful way, as
though each one had its own private importance.

“Are we going to see Injuns?” Nathan asked, but no one
answered. Mother began making a great deal of noise clear-
ing up the dishes. We could hear her out in the kitchen,
scrubbing.

Papa unfolded the Texaco map on the table and found
where Tennessee and North Carolina and Georgia came
together in three different pastel colors. Great Mam looked
down at the colored lines and squinted, holding the sides of
her glasses. “Is this the Hiwassee River?” she wanted to
know.

“No, now those lines are highways,” he said. “Red is
interstate. Blue is river.”

“Well, what’s this?”

He looked. “That'’s the state line.”

“Now why would they put that on the map? You can't
see it.”

Papa flattened the creases of the map with his broad
hands, which were crisscrossed with fine black lines of coal
dust, like a map themselves, no matter how clean. “The
Hiwassee Valley’s got a town in it now, it says ‘Cherokee.’
Right here.”

“Well, those lines make my eyes smart,” Great Mam
said. “I'm not going to look anymore.”

The boys started to snicker, but Papa gave us a look that
said he meant business and sent us off to bed before it went
any farther.

“Great Mam’s blind as a post hole,” Jack said once we
were in bed. “She don’t know a road from a river.”

“She don’t know beans from taters,” said Nathan.
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“You boys hush up, I'm tired,” I said. Jack and Nathan
slept lengthwise in the bed, and I slept across the top with
my own blanket.

“Here’s Great Mam,” Nathan said. He sucked in his
cheeks and crossed his eyes and keeled over backward,
bouncing us all on the bedsprings. Jack punched him in the
ribs, and Nathan started to cry louder than he had to. I got
up and sat by the bedroom door hugging my knees, listening
to Papa and Mother. I could hear them in the kitchen.

“As if I hadn’t put up with enough, John. It’s not enough
that Murrays have populated God’s earth without the ben-
efit of marriage,” Mother said. This was her usual starting
point. She was legally married to my father in a Baptist
Church, a fact she could work into any conversation.

“Well, 1 don’t see why,” she said, “if we never had the
money to take the kids anyplace before.”

Papa’s voice was quieter, and 1 couldn’t hear his
answers.

“Was this her idea, John, or yours?”

When Nathan and Jack were asleep I went to the win-
dow and slipped over the sill. My feet landed where they
always did, in the cool mud of Mother’s gladiolus patch
alongside the house. Great Mam did not believe in flower
patches. Why take a hoe and kill all the growing things in
a piece of ground, and then plant others that have been
uprooted from somewhere else? This was what she asked
me. She thought Mother spent a fearful amount of time
moving things needlessly from one place to another.

“I see you, Waterbug,” said Great Mam in the darkness,
though what she probably meant was that she heard me.
All T could see was the glow of her pipe bowl moving above
the porch swing.

“Tell me the waterbug story tonight,” I said, settling
onto the swing. The fireflies were blinking on and off in the
black air above the front yard.

“No, I won't,” she said. The orange glow moved to her
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