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Porch Talk






Several years back, I was visiting an elderly woman in my Quaker meeting. She was reminiscing about her childhood. I asked her what she missed the most. She closed her eyes for a moment, thinking back, then said, Porch talk. I miss the porch talk.


Social scientists and preachers offer a number of reasons for the decline of civil society: broken homes, poverty, disease, television, and increasing secularism, to name a few. I believe all that is wrong with our world can be attributed to the shortage of front porches and the talks we had on them. Somewhere around 1950, builders left off the front porch to save money, and weve had nothing but problems ever since.


I place the blame squarely at the feet of William and Alfred Levitt, who built the first modern subdivision of 17,477 homes in a Long Island potato field in 1947. The Levitt brothers have since passed away and cant argue back. I often blame dead people for that very reason.


Prior to the subdivision, whenever people built a home, they had the good sense to add a porch. Then the Levitts thought money could be saved by not adding porches. Im as much for saving money as the next guy, but porches are not the place to do it.


All manner of lessons were learned on the front porch. When the porches went, so did the stories and the wisdom with them. Today, we do our talking during the commercial breaks. This is a profound tragedy, but one we could correct by putting our televisions in the closet and porches on our homes.


The first years of my life, I lived in a house without a porch, in the first subdivision in our small town. When I turned nine, a grand old house with a porch came on the market. The Hollowell house. The Hollowells had been gone ten years, but the current owners hadnt resided in the house long enough for their name to adhere.


My parents would drive by it, slowing as they passed.


Wouldnt it be wonderful to live there? they would say to one another.



Then one Saturday morning, while Dad was walking on the town square, the owner of the jewelry store, who was also the towns realtor, stopped him.


I have just the house for you, he told my father. The Hollowell place. Theyre asking thirty thousand.


Cant afford it, my father said.


I can get you in that house for a thousand-dollar down payment, the jeweler-realtor said.


I dont have a thousand dollars, my father told him.


Write me a check, and I wont cash it until you have the money, the realtor promised.


So my father did, then and there, without telling my mother.


A few days later, the president of the bank, Hursel Disney, phoned to ask my father why he would write a check for a thousand dollars when he only had three dollars in his account.


The realtor told me he wouldnt cash it, my father explained.


Yeah, thats what he tells everyone, Hursel said. Tell you what, the check just fell off my desk and landed in back of the trash can. I probably wont find it until next month.



Thats the way the presidents of small-town banks did things back in those days.


And thats how we came to live in a house with a porch.


My memory is this: Each April, on the first warm Saturday, we would remove the storm windows, haul them up to the attic, carry down the screens, and fit them in the windows. The windows and screens, being old and handmade, lacked the exactness of factory windows. Someone, Mr. Hollowell, I presume, had written on each screen, in shaky, old-man handwriting, which window it fit. Dining room, south. Northwest bedroom, window over register. The screens never fit precisely. My father would rub a bar of soap along the frames and finesse the screens into place.


With the screens installed, we would carry the stepladder around to the front porch, lower the porch swing to its correct height, to the link in the chain with the dab of red paint, then carry the rocker up from the basement. Thus, porch season commenced.


There was an etiquette to porch sitting. People would approach our porch and stop at the foot of the steps, awaiting an invitation to join us. If one wasnt forthcoming, they knew delicate matters were being discussed and would excuse themselves after a brief exchange of pleasantries. This rule was never discussed or written down, but was generally known and obeyed by all, except by children and dull-witted adults.


Porch sitting was an evening pursuit, after the supper dishes were washed and the kitchen cleaned. We children would run underneath the streetlight, shrieking, our hands covering our hair to keep the bats out. Bats, tradition had it, made nests in your hair and drove you mad. My mother and father would watch from the porch, unconcerned, as the bats swooped past, plucking at our heads.


After a while, my mother would call us into the yard, then a while later onto the porch. Coming in for the night was always a progression. Street, yard, porch. By the time we reached the porch, we were fading and would arrange ourselves on the railing, our backs to the columns, while the adults visited. If we sat quietly and listened closely, we could hear them discuss matters we werent ordinarily privy to, stories of certain people in our town whod moved away without telling anyone.


Some evenings, if my father was feeling expansive, he would share stories of his childhood, about growing up in what he called the hard times. In later conversations with my Aunt Doris, I learned many of my fathers stories were embellished, which in no way lessened their appeal.


On nights the Cincinnati Reds played, my father would set the kitchen radio on the parlor table, open the window onto the porch, and listen to Marty Brennaman announce the game. Lee Comer would wander over from next door to provide local commentary. Lee was exempt from the rules of porch etiquette. He and any member of his family could ascend the steps without asking, and still can, since Lees son, Ben, now owns the house, even though its still called the Gulley house.


Porch talk is one of the customs weve let slide out of our lives, not realizing how desperately it is needed. Were like Mark Nickerson, a child who lived two houses down from us and ate chalk. When I asked my mother why, she told me his body probably lacked some important nutrient, which caused him to crave chalk. There is a house on the edge of our town that cost an obscene amount. Its porch is a tiny footprint of cement. A week after the new family moved in, a chair appeared outside the door, crowded among the landscaping. Its the Mark Nickerson phenomena. The family craved a porch; they just didnt know it. We were better off when porches were standard equipment.


This is the ironywe have more talk than ever before, but too little communication; so many words, but so little meaning. Bombardment is the word that comes to mindtalk radio, twenty-four-hour news, hundreds of television channels, and, God help us all, gas pumps that spout the news along with fuelcoarse exchanges fraying the ties that bind.


I miss those days of lag time, of sitting on the porch swing with my grandmother, when large chunks of summer days would pass with scarcely a word between us, her fingers caressing a rosary, me whittling a stick, the silence full and rich and comfortable. My grandmother was not long on advice, but something she told me, when my interest in romance was on the rise, remains with me still. Philip, be sure to marry someone you can be silent with and not be anxious. So I did, while also gravitating toward a religion, Quakerism, that esteemed companionable silence.


The magic of our porch talks, I now recall, was not only their depth, but their breadth. My grandmother supplied the depth, and I provided the scattering of topics, a hint of my future as a commentator on matters large and small. We discussed Lawrence Welk, the Virgin Mary, Richard Nixon, the gold standard, and the merits of homemade ice cream versus store-bought. I especially remember a fascinating talk about my familys history with moonshine.


I do not wish to romanticize the porch. Not all of its talk reached the level of Plato or Jefferson, but there was a luster to those talks, a certain glow and depth lacking in these days of e-mail and instant messaging. Perhaps it was the parenthesis of silence, the bracketing of conversation with reflection.


When my wife and I bought our home, we gave careful consideration to the number of bedrooms and bathrooms. Little did we realize the most valuable real estate would be the two hundred square feet of our porch. On it, we have solved all of the worlds problems, evening after pleasant evening, arcing back and forth in our wicker swing, the twilight breeze bearing all our cares away.













A Curious Obsession






At last count, we owned sixty-four chairs. Im not certain how we ended up with so many, but after twenty-two years of marriage, thats where we stand. When my son Sam was in first grade, his teacher asked the children to go home that evening and count the chairs in their home. Sam buried his head in his hands and moaned, No, not the chairs. Please, not the chairs.


Several years ago, on a visit to the doctor, I was reading a magazine and saw a picture of a man sitting in what was described as the worlds most comfortable rocking chair. Through dogged detective work, I tracked down the man whod made it to a small town in Texas and asked if he would make one for me. Naturally, before ordering it, I sought my wifes consent. In fact, I asked her that very evening. Actually, it was early the next day, around two oclock in the morning, though now she says she doesnt remember.



When I talked with the man in Texas, he asked what I did. I told him I was a Quaker pastor. I didnt tell him I was a writer. He would have asked the names of the books Ive written, Id have told him, and hed have said, in the typically blunt manner old men have, Never heard of them. Who needs the humiliation?


Like most people who meet ministers, he felt obligated to report on his ecclesial standing. Im not a regular churchgoer, he said.


What kind of church do you avoid attending? I asked him.


Southern Baptist, he said. I guess my religion is making chairs.


Chairs are a religion I understand.


Years ago, I made a rocker. I didnt have a plan or blueprint; I just had the idea of a chair in my mind and went from there. The first time I sat in it, it rocked back too far and dumped me on the ground. I gave it to my brother-in-law.


My favorite chair is one my grandfather gave me. It is nearly two hundred years old. He rescued it from a priest who was getting ready to throw it on a burn pile. The average priest knows nothing about chairs.



I once owned a rocker made around 1875 by the Shakers of Mt. Lebanon, Massachusetts. The Shakers who made the chairs never signed them, fearing it would appear boastful. I wasnt nearly as modest. When I made my chair, I signed it, hoping someday it would serve as proof of my existence.


There is a certain transcendent joy in creating a thing of beauty. But even more fulfilling is to become a being of beauty.


I contemplate the difference between thing and beinghow often we confuse the two, reducing others to what they do, calculating their importance by what they own, not who they are. Hes worth a fortune, we say of the rich man, as if wealth confers worth. The most beautiful soul I ever knew died penniless, sweet confirmation that although possessions might ease life, they dont ennoble it.


A prosperous man turned poet, Harindranath Chattopadhyaya once wrote:





In early days I used to be


A poet through whose pen


Innumerable songs would come


To win the hearts of men;



But now, through new-got knowledge


Which I hadnt had so long,


I have ceased to be the poet


And have learned to be the song.





The man from Texas signs his chairs. But when the ink fades, so will his legacy. This is true for all of us. Which is why we should cease to be the poet and learn to be the song.












Charley






The demise of the independent hardware store will surely rank as one of the greatest tragedies in American history. After years of scientific research, I have observed a correlation between the decline of hardware stores and the rise of depression. When Bakers Hardware Store in my hometown closed in 1988, it plunged hundreds of men into a sadness from which weve still not recovered. We talk about it on Saturday mornings at the Courthouse Grounds. Boy, I sure wish Bakers hadnt closed, I say. The men around the table stir their coffee; a veil of sorrow descends over the coffee shop. They all agree it was a crying shame.


A new hardware store has opened in our town, but we are not sure whether it is a hardware flirtation or a true marriage, so were holding back to see if it endures. Businesses have a way of springing up like flowers in our town, only to fade in the heat of day. Its best not to get ones hopes up.



There is, in Roachdale, Indiana, a hardware store of unparalleled excellence. The owner is Charley Riggle, a fitting name for a hardware man. Every good hardware man Ive ever known was named Charley or Leonard or Hank. Charley is walking sunshine and a balm to the spirits. A stream of men move through his store at any given time, walking the aisles, studying the merchandise. One gets the impression they arent looking for anything to buy, so much as needing an excuse to spend time in such an agreeable place. It is a town of hard workers where loafing is frowned upon and must be disguised as a trip to the hardware store.


Roachdale Hardware began life as Bowen Hardware in 1900. It has wood floors and a working 1949 Coke machine from which you can buy a bottle of pop for a dime. Due to the ravages of inflation, you also have to put seventy-five cents in a plastic bowl on top of the Coke machine.


On my first visit to Roachdale Hardware, I spied a Case jigged-bone Autumn Blaze Baby Butterbean pocketknife and bought it. I had gone knifeless for thirty-three years, and the weight of it in my pocket was a pleasure. I carry my pocketknife with me at all times and have been in a better mood ever since. The experience of buying the knifeof studying the various knives in their clean rows, hefting each one, testing its weight and balancewas so satisfying, Ive bought twenty-one Case pocketknives since. I still havent figured out whether I return to the Roachdale hardware store for the knives or for Charley.


Charley keeps the knives in a case up front near the door, in between the screwdrivers and the snow shovels.


That theres a 1950 display case, Charley told me, with no small amount of pride. Charley has lots of old things in his store and knows the precise age of each one.


People say happiness cant be found in possessions. That depends on the possession. Having a new pocketknife can boost a mans spirits like nothing else. A man with a knife in his pocket is only a memory away from his youth, of whittling under a shade tree on a summer day, of playing mumblety-peg at recess back when boys carried knives to school, of carving his sweethearts name in a beech tree.


Roachdale Hardware holds other fascinationsa 1906 Rain or Shine buggy in the front window, an antique rolling ladder Charley climbs to reach the air filters, and an 1890 safe from the Cary Safe Company of Buffalo, New York. The combination was written on a piece of paper that Charley lost, so now he stores his office supplies in the safe. These various ingredients, though singly unimpressive, combine to form a pleasant stew.


Charley is the whole show at Roachdale Hardware. When he and his wife go to Michigan for a week every summer, the place closes down. The prudent customer anticipates Charleys absence and schedules his household emergencies for when the hardware store is open.


I never visit Charley unless I have sufficient time to sit on the bench back by the cash register, drink a Coke, view the latest pictures of his granddaughter, and talk about pocketknives. Men wander in and out of the store, some adding to the coffers, others not, seeking Charleys counsel on a plumbing or electrical matter.


I have met some hardware storeowners who lack diplomacy, who blab stories of home maintenance mishaps all over
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