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Ex
nihilo nihil fit.
This project required the willing help of dozens of people on and off the Banks.
Deserving of special mention and thanks are Natalie Case-Austin, Allen Graham,
Naomi Hester, Michael McOwen, Beth Storie, Levin Stowe, Mrs. L.J. Shannon,
Reverend Spotswood Graves, Manson Meekins, Charles Gray, Lin Poyer, Mae
Fulcher, and Palmyra Midgett. Additional thanks more recently to Sarah Downing
and KaeLi Schurr of the Outer Banks History Center, and to my daughter, Naia
Poyer.


And
of course, above all, to our oral sources. All errors and omissions are my own.











 


 


 


Is
there any thing whereof it may be said, See, this is new? It hath been already
of old time, which was before us. 


 


                                                         
 – Ecclesiastes 1:10
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Introduction: A Dike against Oblivion 





 


How
much would you give to talk quietly for just one hour with your
great-grandmother?


Most
likely, almost anything. But probably you can’t buy it at any price. Time’s
torrent rushes by, isolating us like a hurricane-driven tide, the rising sea
cutting us off from those who went before. It bears away before we know it the
old voices and the old ways. Bears away too much of what we loved, and what we
realize, too late, we still desperately need.


This
book’s a bridge back to that past. In these few pages eight men and women
recount their lives on the isolated barrier islands of the North Carolina coast.
They tell of childhood, courting, marriage, and children; of hurricanes,
depressions, wars, and death; of faith, doubt, love, and fear. 


Most
of those whose voices you’ll hear are poor or obscure. Yet they are all
extraordinary. Now, near the end of their voyages, they linger yet for a little
while to tell us of The Way Things Were.


And
they will tell us more – if we will listen. With a little urging, they’ll tell
us their thoughts on the ultimate questions; good and evil, youth and age,
triumph and suffering. From their first word, they cast a spell.


Welcome
to the past. 


 


The
Outer Banks 


 


This
book is about eight very special individuals, more than it’s about a single
time or place. But it’s also important to understand where they came from. Because
it is a place apart, separated in space and time from today’s America, and even
from today’s South.


The
Outer Banks of North Carolina are a rampart the land has thrown up against the
sea. They are a hundred-mile arch of barrier islands, about twelve feet above
sea level, from a few thousand feet to three miles across and punctuated by
narrow inlets to the Atlantic. Low, backed by wide brackish sounds, they are
lands of the margin; half-land, half-sea; open through their history to the
systole and diastole of the tide, shaped by the eternal struggle of
sea-currents, vulnerable to hurricane and war.


In
the 1580’s these islands’ Native American inhabitants defeated the first
English attempt to colonize the New World at Roanoke Island. But later they
retreated, decimated by new diseases, new weapons, and new ways of life. The
Banks were permanently settled by second-generation colonists trickling down
from Jamestown, Williamsburg, and Norfolk, leavened with fugitives from the
King’s justice, retired pirates, and shipwrecked mariners. These were the
direct ancestors of today’s numerous Baums, Burrises, Etheridges, Grays,
Howards, Manns, Midgetts, O’Neals, Perrys, Stowes, Tillets, Twifords, and other
old and famous families.


These
early settlers located at the islands’ widest points, where shelter from
salt-carrying wind and storm-driven surge is best. Even there, however, the
Banks are mostly sand (except for Roanoke Island), which means that crop size
and type are limited. So they looked to the sea for their livelihood, and
carried on coastal trade for their staples, tools, and their few luxuries. 


The
Banks were on the front lines in the Revolution and the War of 1812. But soon
after that the transition to steamboat and rail relegated them to the
backwaters of commerce. From trade, piloting, shipbuilding, and occasional
piracy and wrecking, the Bankers turned to fishing, waterfowl hunting, and
subsistence farming. The Civil War interrupted their isolation for a time. Several
of the early battles were fought here, and Roanoke Island was a Federal
garrison and a haven for liberated slaves. But once again history moved on, and
their way of life was unaltered.


The
immigration that changed American demography in the latter half of the
nineteenth century had less effect in the South than in the North, and
practically none on the Banks. Like certain areas of the Ozarks, these islands
remained ethnically English and Welsh. Their spoken language still reflects
this, though it’s being attenuated now under the twin onslaughts of
resortization and electronic entertainment.


But
the people you’ll meet in a moment lived most of their lives before these
onslaughts came. They grew to adulthood in an isolated, relatively simple rural
society. There were no paved roads; no railroads; no cars; no airplanes; no
telephones; no electricity. 


More
than technology has changed since then. The very structure of social
intercourse was different. Law was less intrusive, and the restraints of family
and religion more universally accepted and effective than today. There was
little assistance available from government, but neighbors helped one another
in time of need. Black and white lived apart, but segregation was tempered to
some degree by traditional forms of interaction: common employments, a certain
courtesy, and not least the mutual dependence hard to avoid on isolated
islands.


Then,
of course, came the automobile, the watershed between the nineteenth and
twentieth-century worlds. Yet they too came late here; there wasn’t a complete
road though the Banks till the early nineteen-fifties, and free access to the
outer world didn’t come till 1964 with the building of a bridge over Oregon
Inlet. (Reaching Ocracoke Island still requires nearly an hour on a ferry.) 
Electricity too was a latecomer. Kerosene lamps were common on the Banks till
the nineteen-thirties, and families still fill them when a hurricane builds to
southward. Television arrived on southern Hatteras only in the
nineteen-eighties.


These
older people of the Banks, then, are in a sense the last survivors of
nineteenth-century America. They were born into a world of large families and
early deaths; into an economy dependent on natural resources exploitable with
simple technology but great skill. Most of them have worked hard all their
lives. This shows in their hands, in their faces, and in their attitudes toward
life.


As
it happens, they also have a strong sense of history. All of them were raised
in an oral tradition, usually of the Bible, but all of spoken story.


What
this means, ethnic and geographic stasis combined with an oral tradition, is
that the Outer Banks hold one of the richest lodes of oral tradition left in
the United States.


It’s
sad that no one has, until very recently, bothered to collect and publish it.
(But probably we could say this at any given time; the dikes against oblivion
require constant repair.)  Noteworthy previous efforts were the work of the
Currituck Historical Society, the definitive books of David Stick, and the Sea
Chest magazine published by Hatteras High School at Buxton. But what you hold
in your hands now is the first book-length collection of oral reminiscences
from the Outer Banks.


We’re
glad we did it. We’ve been richly rewarded. We’ve met the most fascinating
people of our lives. 


 


The
Utility of Reminiscence 


 


Why
did we undertake a project like this? Does the world really need another book?


We
think so. Because we think autobiography is important. And reminiscence is the
autobiography of the common man.


The
passing down of story from generation to generation takes place in all cultures
we know of. Aside from being entertaining, it is an essential element in the
socialization of the young. In our age it’s fallen on hard times, another
victim of mass entertainment. But we think it’s even more valuable today. Along
with fiction, a closely related realm of writing, it accomplishes something
that nothing else can. It is the only medium or device capable, at its best, of
permitting us to step outside our individual selves and into those of others.


This
has two effects. First, it teaches us that other people, no matter what they
look or sound like, are as valuable and as deserving of respect, love, and
mercy as ourselves. Every religion and philosophy recognizes this. Yet we need
only look around us to see that the message bears repeating.


Second,
through this identification with others, it can help a thoughtful reader to
evolve a mature morality – that is, to become wise – more rapidly than through
pure personal experience.


The
people whose stories we are about to read have gone through this process. They’ve
arrived at their own conclusions. They express them differently, some in terms
of their religious creed, others in homespun homilies. But gradually we became
aware that they were at least roughly congruent. This should surprise no one. As
Flannery O’Connor, the Southern Catholic short-story writer, put it,”Everything
that rises must converge.”  They reached them; but many admitted ruefully that
they had gotten there the hard way.


We
began collecting these interviews in the late nineteen-seventies, out of a
vague sense that they were interesting, that they’d be fun to read. By 1982 the
interview process was basically complete.  Some of these texts appeared, in
abbreviated versions, in a guidebook we were publishing on the Banks. But
gradually we became convinced that these stories of hard and simple lives ought
to reach a larger audience; and this is their first publication in whole, and
all together.


We
suspect that biography – and the simple, homely wisdom of reminiscences – can
speed us toward the same conclusions that we would reach much later on our own.
Studying life through the lenses of older and wiser minds can spare us years of
unhappiness and struggle. And since each of our evil acts leads to misery for
others, like a chain letter with sorrow for the prize, it thus lessens the sum
of suffering in the world. 


 


On
Method 


 


A
few words about how we gathered and edited these reminiscences may be in order.
(For those who are interested, we’ll discuss it in more depth in the
Afterword.)  Our usual work is novels, and we found both similarities and
differences to the craft of fiction in doing this book.


The
first challenge was locating sources. In many years of working and writing on
the Banks, we’d noticed that it seemed everyone knew somebody who was
eighty-five or ninety and still hale and active, still a great storyteller. Thus,
we started with a good reserve of possible leads. However, when we tried to
interview them we often found that, sadly, things had changed. Those were
painful meetings. All we could do was sit with them for a while, hold their
hands in sympathy, and then bid them farewell.


Once
we identified sources, we had to gain their confidence. We therefore sincerely
thank those residents we name in the Acknowledgements. They were willing to act
as go-betweens, often on slight acquaintance, and a familiar name made our
sources much more comfortable.


During
the actual interviews, a primary rule was respect for the dignity of our older
friends. Thus, we never pressed any issue. There were those, for example, who
didn’t want to discuss how black folk were treated early in the century. We had
to balance their right to privacy against the interest readers would naturally
have in certain material. Our approach, after much reflection, was to ask such
questions again at the re-interview. Met with two silences or evasions we
dropped the topic. Professional historians might not be satisfied with this
approach, but we wanted to respect privacy above all. 


We
did many interviews that didn’t pan out for various reasons. Those you’ll read
here were the best.


Once
things were rolling, we partially guided the conversation, when it needed it,
with brief and general leading questions. Though they often went in circles for
hours, each conversation eventually progressed through three stages. The first
recounted the source’s family history and ended with birth or coming to
consciousness. The second recounted their lives. And the third was a summing-up
or statement of their philosophical, ethical, or religious conclusions.


Leading
questions for the first stage were of this sort: How long has your family been
here? Who were your mother’s people? What is the first thing you remember?


For
the second, the life-recounting: What games did you play growing up? When did
you go to work? How did you meet your spouse? How did you feel when you lost
your sight? How did you live during the Depression? Did you see ships sinking
in the war? How did you raise your children?


The
most difficult were those eliciting the summing-up portion of the interview. What
was the happiest part of your life? The saddest? Is there anything you wish you
had done? Is there anything you wish you hadn’t done? What are your plans for
the future? Do you think life has a purpose? Do you believe in an afterlife? Are
you afraid to die?


For
obvious reasons, these last were hard to ask sometimes. But they addressed one
of our prime reasons for undertaking this book. More about this in a moment!


Finally,
few of us can speak for publication without some editing. Our sources would, we
felt, be ill-served by a completely unedited transcription. This called at last
the novelist’s ear into action, to condense without losing flavor or meaning,
leaving intact the flow and feel of a distinctive and graceful speech. It’s a
demanding, time-consuming, but utterly absorbing process. 


 


Some
Tentative Conclusions 


 


This
book is not history in the academic sense. For that, no one will surpass David
Stick’s definitive histories of the Banks, especially The Outer Banks of
North Carolina and Graveyard of the Atlantic, published by the
University of North Carolina Press.


We
call it, rather, “oral” history.  This is not to impugn anyone’s veracity. But
this may be truth of a different kind; history as Homer practiced it, a
compound of fact, art, myth, and most of all, wisdom from a lifetime of living.


Believing
this, we did not check or “correct” our sources’ testimony against published
accounts or other records. We accepted that what they say is true in some
sense; perhaps not always factually verifiable, but at the very least, true as
a good story or poem is true.


As
we said above, there was an ulterior motive in doing these interviews.


We
began this project with a larger ambition than” simply” recording stories. St.
Thomas Aquinas said,” Only the wise man is truly free;” Sophocles,” There is no
happiness where there is no wisdom.”  All thinking beings struggle to answer
certain questions. How can we be happy? How can we live full lives? What is our
purpose here? Is there life after death? 


Here
we have eight people who’ve had a lifetime to ponder these questions. That’s
over five hundred years of life experience. Perhaps, we dared to think, they
might have reached some useful conclusions.


So
do they have answers, these old people? I suspect they do. They may not all
explain them well. But philosophers and prophets have agreed down the ages that
truth is possible to grasp, but hard to communicate. You must judge for
yourself. 


 


The
Return


 


You’re
sitting out on the screened porch, in a rocking chair, looking out over the
moonlit Pamlico. Or maybe you’re not old enough for a chair, you’re just
sitting on the steps, listening to your great-grandparents chatting. You’re
looking up at the Dipper, listening to the wind sandpapering the shingles; the
cicadas are fiddling hard out under the live oaks; from far off comes from time
to time the lonely double bell of an anchored schooner, or maybe the sad
distant drone of the old Hattie Creef, feeling her way through the
channel home.


Let’s
go back.








Little Barefoot Girl: Maggie Mae Twiford





 


 


 


The
late November sunlight glints off the Nags Head dunes outside the window, and
glints again off Maggie Twiford’s snow-white hair. It is cut short and pinned
up with a brown barrette. Her tiny hands lie softly together in the colorful
afghan that covers her lap, except when they twist at the plastic band at her
wrist. Outside in the corridor there is the hiss of wheelchairs on tile, the
chatter of nurses. 


“It
was all dirt roads in them days. All such as that. And I remember a lot about
it. My mother and my father have been dead for years, and my sisters and my
brothers too. And I’ve got three relatives here, and all my other kinfolks are
dead. I’ve got children  –  three, two boys and a girl. And today’s my youngest
son’s birthday, he’s 62 years old today. 


“I
was born in 1900. Our closest doctor was at Poplar Branch, Doctor Griggs. Had
to go by water to get him, wa’n’t no bridges, you see. Sometimes you died ‘fore
the doctor got there. My mother had a doctor, Doctor Newburn. He lived at
Jarvisburg. And both of them was with my mother when I was born. 


“Most
all my people were Service people. My father was in the Coast Guard  –  it was
the Lifesaving Service, years ago. He was a surfman. I heard him say that his
mother died when he was thirteen years old, and he couldn’t go to school. He
had to go out and work to take care of his mother; his daddy was dead. He had
it pretty hard. I never heard him say what he did when he was a boy. I imagine
he fished. T’weren’t nothing else much to do here. He didn’t have no education,
that was the reason he couldn’t get rated, couldn’t get up. Well, he was a big
stout man, and he had a red complexion. Oh, he was a wonderful father. And he
didn’t live too long after he was retired. But he was in the Service 37 years. I
heard him say that when he went in the service it was at Number Nine station. That
was Poyner’s Hill. Then he was transferred to Paul Gamiels. Don’t imagine there’s
anything left there now, they’ve had so many storms. 


“My
people come from Kitty Hawk. My people were Beals. B-E-A-L. Some B-E-A-L-E. We
call ours B-E-A-L-S. Now my father I don’t know where really he come from. Up
in the hills...seems to me I’ve heard him say that his mother was from Columbia
or somewhere over that way. Uh huh. My mother’s family name is Perry. She was a
Kitty Hawk Perry. They have a lot of Perrys in Kitty Hawk. Used to. There’s a
few still living but not as many as there was years ago. And my mother’s
mother, she was
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