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Most of us live on a pretty small map.

Go somewhere different and do something new. Your brain will thank you for it.
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Preface
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“I wasn’t born in the South, but I got here as quick as I could.”

Now say it out loud with a smile and a flutter of the eyelashes. Doesn’t that sound friendlier than “I came from the same state as Grant and Sherman; deal with it.”?

I am a northerner by birth – in fact a Buckeye, from the Great State of Ohio – but I fell in love with a southerner, and now I call the South home. Not just the South but Georgia south of the gnat line. More about the gnat line later.

There are many distinct regions in the United States – some say as many as ten or eleven – each with its own history and cultural identity. Although Ohio and Georgia are in the same time zone, travelling between the two can induce a case of culture shock.

But life is an adventure, and I try to live life with my eyes open. As Eleanor Roosevelt said, “The purpose of life, after all, is to live it, to taste experience to the utmost, to reach out eagerly and without fear for newer and richer experience.”

Ignorance is also a great antidote to fear. But what you don’t know can hurt you.
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Georgia Bass Fishing and the Catch of His Life
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They say Southerners are good storytellers. That might not be universally true, but it was true for my husband.

I met Pat after he moved to Ohio, and fell for him because of his entertaining stories about the wilds of Georgia. He beguiled me like Scheherazade with a thousand tales of outdoor adventures: rabbit and coon hunting, frog gigging, scouting, and especially fishing. It wasn’t long before I was hooked.

Growing up in Ohio I fished a bit with my dad for blue gill and sunfish, but fishing in Georgia had its own unique vocabulary. What I called a sinker, Pat called a lead. What I called a bobber he called a cork. I knew what a lure was, but I had never heard of a crankbait. And I had never been bass fishing.

Eventually Pat took me south to meet his parents, visit his old haunts, and go fishing. 

Like most women who hope to become brides, I did my best to be agreeable, and Pat’s folks were welcoming enough. All the more so since his mother is herself a transplanted westerner.

But some of my efforts to join in their conversations and learn about their culture got me laughed at, like the time my future in-laws were discussing jug fishing. “Who would want a fish small enough to swim into a jug?” I asked. And never heard the end of it.

One day Pat and his daddy slid the camper into the back of the pick-up, hitched up the boat trailer and bass boat, and away we went to camp and fish on Lake Sinclair.

Pat was a patient suitor as he tried to teach me to cast with his open face spinning reel, but I just couldn’t get the hang of it. With every cast I created a bird’s nest of fishing line which took forever to untangle. The solution was a closed-face Zebco 2020. Pat fixed it up with a crankbait for me, and finally we were ready to fish.

He showed me how to cast almost – but not quite – up to the bank. He taught me about water moccasins, and told of the time his buddy cast his line toward the shore and managed to snag a squirrel. But easing around the coves and shallows with the trolling motor, my casts often went too far and ended up tangled in the grass and greenbrier.

The first day on the lake Pat spent all his time untangling my line, straightening out my tackle, and replacing lost crankbaits. I felt sorry that he never got to fish himself, and swore that I’d get myself loose the next time I tangled.

I soon snagged my line again, but this time I pulled back hard on the fishing rod. Sure enough my line came loose. The crankbait came sailing straight toward me, treble hook and all, and two of the three hooks stuck right in my thigh.

There is no way to back barbed hooks out of tender thigh meat. The only way Pat could remove them was to cut them out with his pocket knife, and that’s what he did.

He was afraid that would be the end of the trip, but I stuck it out for another two days. I think that’s what cemented our relationship. We’ve been married now for a number of years.

Maybe one of these days we’ll buy a boat.
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Migration
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Not long after that fishing trip Pat and I were married. But because of our jobs and the opportunities they presented, we first moved from Ohio to Florida, and only later moved from Florida to Georgia.

Florida is a unique place. When you’re in Florida, you know you’re not in Kansas anymore, so to speak. Sandy soil, Saint Augustine grass, and palmettos do not look like a northern landscape, although when you squint that sugar-white sand can look a little like snow.

Florida is about as far south as you can get in the continental U.S., but most people know that Florida is not the real South. There are too many Yankees in Florida. Read just about any restaurant menu there, and you’ll know what I mean. Food items you typically don’t see in what’s called the Deep South can be had in many a Florida restaurant.

As the bluesman wrote, “I been down so long it seems like up to me.” After living nine years in Florida, the terrain and flora in Middle Georgia looked a lot more northern by comparison. Though I knew I would miss the beautiful Florida beaches, I was happy to move.

That’s a lie. I was nervous about moving.

Yes, relocating to Georgia technically meant moving north, but it felt like I was moving farther south, to a place with different cultural norms and expectations.

I thought all the women in Georgia were always stylishly coiffured, kept their nails polished, and were just all-around perfect, and I doubted that I could measure up. My hair only obeys me on pain of daily electrocution (with a curling iron.) I can’t keep my nails all the same length, let alone painted pretty colors. And I prefer Pepsi! I was worried I wouldn’t fit in, in the land of Coca-Cola.
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Learning the Lingo
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Part of the problem with fitting in was learning the language. It was a struggle to communicate with button-mashin’, sack-totin’, co-cola-drinkin’ Southerners.

I’m just sayin’!

As you might have guessed, up north I would have said things differently. We don’t mash the buttons in the elevator, we press them. We don’t tote sacks, we carry bags. And I prefer to say “Pepsi, please” over asking for Coca Cola or any other soft drink.

When did “co-cola” and “coke” become generic terms for “pop,” anyway?

One southern term that always tickled me, when I first started going with my southern-raised husband, was “buggy.” Where I come from a buggy is that thing with four wheels that you push a baby around in (the kind the baby can actually lie down and nap in, as opposed to a stroller.) Or you could ride in a buggy being drawn by a horse, as in taking a buggy ride. But a buggy is never what you push around in the grocery store! That is a cart.

I have to detour here. I was recently informed that the people in Michigan use the word buggy to mean a grocery cart. But I have a complicated relationship with Michigan. On the one hand, it is a Great Lake State, which counts in its favor. On the other hand, “that school up north” (The University of Michigan) is the big rival of my own alma mater, The Ohio State University. Therefore, I don’t
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