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    PREFACE


    America’s northeast corner is a special place. New England. In all its non-newness. All its non-Englishness. Although, among just three of its six states, you’ll find Manchester, New London, Dover, Oxford, Cambridge, Canterbury, and Cornwall. Guess that counts as a wee bit English. (There’s even a Liverpool, though it’s in New York. Which means, for a New Englander, it doesn’t count.)


    But still.


    Here, some of the first Europeans and white settlers disembarked and made their mark. Here the seeds of American independence were first sown, and here the battle to create a new nation began. Here such great American institutions as public parks, beaches, public schools, and public libraries all were born. (Not to mention diners.)


    And here, the original natives of the land would come to rue the day they’d helped those first Europeans survive their first punishing winter.


    But still.


    It is America’s oldest clearly defined region. It’s small. Its six states together would fit into California more than twice. Its smallest state alone—Rhode Island—would fit into Texas 221 times.


    Yet, for a small place, New England’s had a big history. Over four hundred years of European settlement; as much as twelve thousand years of Indigenous presence. For a small place, it’s exerted an outsized influence. Through the struggle for independence and well into America’s development as an industrial nation, New England figured significantly and repeatedly in pivotal events, inventions, and social movements. Noteworthy New England men and women have been celebrated across all areas of American life, from industry and education to literature, science, sports, and politics.


    To be sure, all wasn’t always celebratory. In the nineteenth century, few cities in America were more hostile to Irish immigrants than Boston. And once the Irish became more settled, few communities were more hostile to Jewish immigrants than the Irish. And although the city was once the center of America’s abolitionist movement, a mere century later, “busing” in Boston became synonymous with racial upheaval.


    But still.


    Across New England, this sense of sweeping, significant history—uplifting, peculiar, riveting, shameful, complicated, impactful, inspiring—is at once as real, permanent, and ever-present as woods and water, white steeples on town greens, rolling hills and low stone walls. New England wears its history—proud and soiled—like a hard-earned team jacket.


    My own first vantage point on all this was from the edge of Boston Harbor, where I grew up in the small seaside town of Winthrop. Although I haven’t lived there since I was eighteen, I still miss the ocean. Not the planes, though. There was no open space to speak of; at just over one square mile in area, it’s among the smallest, most densely populated towns in Massachusetts, lying mere yards from some of Logan International Airport’s busiest runways. Settled in 1630, it’s named for John Winthrop, the second governor of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. His youngest son, Deane Winthrop, bought a home there. It still stands, and is today the oldest continuously occupied home in the United States. (In elementary school, it represented the most boring, continuously assigned field trip.) But that’s New England’s everyday relationship with history: Only yards from a busy intersection and a small convenience store, a four-hundred-year-old relic is still being used, shaken daily by passing traffic out front and passing jets overhead, holding mere passing interest today for locals who mostly forget it’s even there.


    But still.


    In New England, these iconic physical things seem to come first to mind: old houses, old barns, old churches, old taverns, old mills, old seaports. Old is often fetishized here. You go to Florida for the sun and warmth. You go to New England for the old and out-of-print. In Massachusetts, each city and town announces its age right there on a road sign: “Entering Salem, Est. 1626.” In terms of European settlement, that’s old; only six years after the Pilgrims landed in Plymouth. (And sixty-six years before Salem started putting “witches” on trial.) Nearby, on Cape Ann, Gloucester’s “Entering” sign reads “1642,” and the city bills itself as “America’s Oldest Seaport.” Relatively speaking, of course. To the Pawtucket people, a branch of the Pennacook, which predate white settlement by thousands of years, Gloucester is actually a pretty new seaport.


    But still.

 

    The pervasive history is fascinating all the same. These physical places matter. They’re the outward, existing portals to the centuries of history behind them. The old mill towns across New England first harnessed the power of its mighty rivers and were the doorway to a new life for millions of immigrants. Storied seaports like Gloucester and New Bedford were the genesis of New England’s rich maritime history, and the fishing families who made them famous crafted their own chapter of the American story. The hills and mountain ranges—from the western mountains of Maine into the White Mountains of New Hampshire across to Vermont’s Green Mountains—are New England’s wind-blasted, rocky rooftops. In their valleys lie farms where families still till that rocky soil and pasture herds of dairy cows. They’re hardy places. Some hang on and hark back to an earlier era, while others hang on by reimagining the family farm and reinventing rural life. And the surrounding small towns with their grassy commons, cozy diners, general stores, and small stone libraries—those uniquely public spaces that still embrace an increasingly rare sense of kinship and community—are all sacred spaces. Rare, precious, and uplifting.


    But still.


    For all the powerful sense of place, purpose, and history that these iconic physical things convey, it’s what’s behind them, what made them, what still fills them, that matters more: the people. For over twenty-five years, my job as a journalist has been to tell the stories of New England. The places are easy to find. The stories and the people behind them take more effort. Farms and fishing boats don’t talk. Farmers and fishermen and -women do. (Well, mostly.) And those lovely little (and big) towns—Jericho, Harrisville, Sanford, Danbury, Putney—sure open up more after you’ve tried the homemade hash at the diner, or have struck up a friendly chat at the local general store about pretty much anything.
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    JERICHO CENTER COUNTRY STORE, VERMONT. (ART DONAHUE)


     
    New Englanders have a reputation for being somewhat reserved and stand-offish. Tough to approach and not easy on strangers. True for the most part. (Especially Mainers.) But not entirely. Everyone—from Portland, Maine, to Portland, Oregon—has stories to tell. And in truth, everyone likes to be asked about them. Our stories define our lives for ourselves and distinguish our lives from others. We’re proud of them. Or ashamed, amused, embarrassed. Or all of the above. But they’re our stories. They’re the individual threads of our experiences that, over time, weave together to form the fabric of a human life. They help us make sense of how our experiences have led us to where we are now. And hearing the stories of others helps us make sense of life as a whole, the human experience.


    Granted, some stories aren’t meant to be shared. And never are. (Despite coaxing.) Thankfully, over the years, many people have shared many of their stories with me. This book is full of them. (Even a few from Maine.) These are the most memorable people I’ve met in all of my New England travels. Their stories have stayed with me. Each one is a treat to recall. Their stories paint a region’s still-living heart and its still-vibrant soul. Their achievements and creations speak to the region’s timeless ingenuity. Their struggles speak to people—in New England and everywhere—who overcome and carry on, if only to claim a life of simple meaning, purpose, and dignity. And through it all, their unbowed, unfailing sense of humor captures the essence behind the old Mainer’s response to the visitor’s question: “Lived here all your life?”


    “Not yet.”
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    AUTHOR’S NOTE


    This book takes the form of a travelogue. Which, in its way, it is. Most of the places and people written about here were part of what was usually a weeklong trip for a story I was working on. But many of the places (and some of the people) were visited more than once over the years, often multiple times. So, rather than one, single, contiguous trip, the book is instead a composite of many trips. One narrative constant? Diners.
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    CAPITOL DINER, LYNN, MASSACHUSETTS.


    Diners were first created in New England in the mid-nineteenth century to accommodate factory workers whose shifts ended at hours when most eateries were closed. The first ones were actual train cars pulled onto a siding and converted to serve food. Some say the first diner was in Worcester, Massachusetts; some say Woonsocket, Rhode Island. I say, why quibble? Is it not enough that this blessed thing came to be?


     Throughout the book, diners are highlighted as sidebars. Diners are not only colorful, local landmarks in and of themselves, they’re also local touchstones, literally offering a “taste” of a place. These living (surviving?) beacons of light and chrome, warmth and coziness, of coffee and community, are places I seek out and stop at on every single trip. If I’m lucky, I find a new one I haven’t been to before. If I’m really lucky, I get to stop back in and see old friends who are (thankfully) keeping the home fires and home fries going for another year. In their own way, local diners, like local general stores (another routine stop), tell the stories of their cities and towns, as well as the people who live there. Why wouldn’t they? Diners, like general stores, are natural gathering places. Sooner or later, everyone comes in. Diners are one of the best places to find good, local stories.


    And if you’re really lucky, some good homemade hash.


 
  

  
    In its essence, travel is less about landscapes than about people—


    not power brokers but pedestrians, in the long march of Everyman.


    —Paul Theroux
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    CHAPTER 1

 
    Old King’s Highway: Landfall, Land-Grabs, and Mini-Golf


    Of all the made-up history surrounding the Pilgrims (no one knows if they ever stepped on a rock, never mind the chipped-up boulder that’s displayed today), it’s a lesser-known historical fact that would send shivers down the backs of New Englanders. The truth is, after more than two storm-tossed months at sea, when the Mayflower reached the shores of Cape Cod, it was also more than 200 miles northeast of the ship’s intended destination: the mouth of the Hudson River. Forget Babe Ruth, Broadway, and Wall Street. New York almost had the Pilgrims, too.


    Instead, the Nauset, a tribe of the larger Wampanoag Nation, got them.


    Initially, the Pilgrims anchored in the protected harbor of present-day Provincetown (“P-town” to locals), and put a scouting party ashore in search of desperately needed food and water. The Hallmark image of the warm and fuzzy first Thanksgiving was still a ways off. Instead, on this early December morning in 1620, arrows and war cries flew from the trees near the shoreline, as a Nauset scouting party of its own tried to drive away the intruders.


    Today, you can swim where once they skirmished. Driving along Route 6 in Eastham, you’ll see a sign for “First Encounter Beach.” You drive down Samoset Road, past ponds and salt marshes, eventually coming out to a small parking lot and a pretty, white-sand beach. And two dueling plaques on two big granite stones. One, placed in 1920, reads, “On this spot hostile Indians had their first encounter December 8, 1620 . . .” (the plaque lists the names of the Mayflower’s landing party). Nearby, another plaque, placed in 2001, reads, “Near this site, the Nauset Tribe of the Wampanoag Nation, seeking to protect themselves and their culture, had their first encounter . . .” The surf and the sky and the Atlantic Ocean there may look much the same as they looked four hundred years ago, but clearly views on the fateful “first encounter” have changed over time.
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    FIRST ENCOUNTER BEACH, CAPE COD. (MARK KANEGIS)


    Route 6, also known as the Mid-Cape Highway, is the main east–west route on Cape Cod. It’s generally thought of as the Cape’s “main road,” but it’s actually just the last 100 miles or so of a cross-country highway that once extended more than 3,000 miles from Provincetown to Bishop, California. (California changed many of its highway numbers in the 1960s.) It’s a fast route, and cars whiz along it. (Locals refer to one particularly accident-prone section as “Suicide Alley.”)


    Crossing onto the Cape over the Cape Cod Canal and the Sagamore Bridge, one can track the Cape’s changing topography, as the Upper Cape’s grass and short but sturdy hardwood trees give way to scrappy scrub pines in increasingly sandy soil. Through Brewster and Dennis, to the Cape’s “elbow,” the exits fly up quick; it’s the most populated part of the Cape. But past Eastham and the beginning of the National Seashore, the landscape changes. The coastline just off Route 6 is protected, even if the small strip malls, souvenir stands, and seafood joints never entirely disappear from the roadside itself.


    By Wellfleet and Truro and the advance to the Outer Cape, the landscape is open, flat, and punctuated only by low, rolling sand dunes. At points, the ocean is nearly visible from both sides of the shifting, sandy narrowness. Indeed, the National Seashore—the “Province Lands”—comprises over 8,000 acres between Chatham and Provincetown, and this tip of the Cape offers the most vivid sense of the windswept and barren natural beauty this area once was entirely. “Wild and desolate,” is how Henry David Thoreau saw it during a visit in the mid-nineteenth century. He also saw the future. “The time must come when this coast will be a place of resort for those New Englanders who really wish to visit the sea-side,” wrote Thoreau. “At present, it is wholly unknown to the fashionable world.”


    Today, it is wholly known, and properties on the Outer Cape (not to mention the offshore Cape Islands of Nantucket and Martha’s Vineyard) sell for millions. Visitors pour over the Cape’s two bridges, their cars clogging the approaches and exits every weekend from the end of May to mid-October, making “desolation” only a dream for the Cape’s 230,000 or so year-round residents, who count the crowded days till fall, when the Cape—and their regular seat at the local coffee shop—will be theirs again.


    I get it. As a kid, some of my best summer memories are of camping on the Cape, collecting driftwood, and playing in the surf at signature beaches like Nauset, Marconi, and Coast Guard. Nowadays, a Cape visit has far more appeal in early or late spring, fall, or even winter. Sure, the swimming’s dicey (at least without a wet suit), but the crowds and the traffic are gone, and it’s possible to simply have the space and breathing room to stand back and actually appreciate some of the natural beauty.


    Skipping Route 6, Route 6A, also known as the “Old King’s Highway,” runs for about 62 miles, just to the north of and roughly parallel with Route 6, between the Upper Cape town of Bourne, to Orleans, at the “elbow.” Route 6A is a slower route, and a genuinely meandering, two-lane, local road. One of only four National Scenic Byways in Massachusetts, it winds through historic bayside Cape towns like Sandwich, Yarmouth, Dennis, and Brewster, comprising the country’s largest contiguous historic district. Towns like Sandwich have histories going back centuries and are quaint and lovely without being fake about it. On the other hand, the modern world is, alas, very much there; you’ll find just about any national chain store you can think of all along the route, as well as an assortment of shopping plazas. Like miniature golf? It’s very big on the Cape; you’ll pass one course after another. Nautical themes—especially pirates and whales—are especially popular. Cape Cod is like the St. Andrews of mini-golf.


    None of which was on my mind on a warm but cloudy early September day some years back. I was driving south on Route 3 out of Boston, which runs 40 miles or so past the city’s South Shore, to Bourne on the Cape Cod Canal, then over the Sagamore Bridge where it connects to Route 6 and the Cape itself. Route 3 South is also known as the Pilgrims Highway, which makes sense, as the highway slices through Plymouth, my first stop. In fact, the highway runs within just a couple of miles of the Pilgrims’ original settlement.


    The largest town area-wise in Massachusetts (nearly 100 square miles), Plymouth straddles Route 3, encompassing a large state forest on its inland side, and more than 20 miles of coastline along Cape Cod Bay on its ocean side. It likes to call itself “America’s Hometown,” and its downtown plays the part. Along its waterfront you’ll find a replica of the Mayflower, as well as a columned, open-air monument, behind whose iron fencing lies a refrigerator-sized rock that the Pilgrims supposedly stepped on while coming ashore in 1620. Running just up the hill from the waterfront is Leyden Street, where some of the Pilgrims’ first dwellings stood. On Main Street, at Speedwell Tavern, I wonder how many folks enjoying their chicken wings and beer know that it’s named for the Mayflower’s ill-fated sister ship, which sprang a leak, turned back to England, and never made it to the New World. (Making the Speedwell the Pete Best of ships.)


    As a kid in the backseat, headed south on Route 3 to the Cape, I knew when I saw the “Plymouth” exit signs that we were almost there. Now, I think of the Pilgrims. I think of the sea-battered Mayflower, its soggy sails dripping in the winter hush, dropping anchor in the icy morning mist of Plymouth Harbor. I think of Native faces, warily peering from behind tall pines out to the water, beholding this spectral vision that has suddenly appeared in their midst.


    Off the highway, I’m threading my way through a suburban neighborhood, to the end of a small cul-de-sac, where a few other cars are parked alongside what looks like an entrance into some woods. A group of ten or so people, young and older, are milling about; everyone has rakes and yard tools.


    “You ready?” Melissa Harding-Ferretti shakes my hand and gestures toward the woods.


    “Lead the way,” I say with a smile.


    Harding-Ferretti, a slim, long-haired woman with a quick laugh, is president of the Herring Pond Wampanoag Tribe, whose homelands extend from the Plymouth area to the Upper Cape itself.


    “First, a quick smudging,” she says, introducing me to Troy Currence, a tall and burly guy with a shaved head who is the tribal medicine man.


    “It’s about cleansing and spirituality, and open heart and good intentions,” he says amiably.


    

    Smudging is an ancient Native American ritual that uses the wisp of smoke to heighten spiritual awareness. For the Wampanoag, it’s often done with pine smoldering in a small seashell. Currence briskly waves the smoking shell around my torso, my arms, my head, then pats me on the shoulder.


    “There you go!”


    With that, we’re off on a narrow path through the woods.


    “This was all private property,” says Harding-Ferretti, juggling two long rakes, a big orange bucket in her hand bouncing with her stride. “So it was a place we were not allowed to go, even though it was part of our original reservation.”


    The path widens out to an opening—a huge ball field. Our party turns sharply to the right, back into the woods and up a hill; there’s no defined path now. Another opening. It’s a small grassy area, perhaps the size of a decent-sized backyard, surrounded by woods. In some places at the edges of the plot, remnants of a rusted, waist-high, wrought-iron fence pop up through the grass. It is, in fact, a plot. In a few spots where the grass has been cleared to the ground, several old gravestones lean at slight angles, the dirt at their bases freshly raked, as if the stones have only recently been revealed. Which they have been.


    “The first time I walked up here, I had to go in through the ball field because I wasn’t familiar with the paths,” says Harding-Ferretti, now leaning on a rake as she surveys the scene. “It had been untouched then. But I could see the graves in the overgrown grass. I had to turn back after my tears and sort of say, ‘I’ll be back, we’ll be back to help you.’ And here we are.”


    The site is a former Wampanoag burial ground, dating back nearly two hundred years. The Herring Pond Tribe made it a mission to reclaim it, and honor these forgotten ancestors. In 2018, Plymouth town officials voted unanimously to deed back 6 acres to the tribe, including the former cemetery. Herring Pond members were thrilled, though as Harding-Ferretti points out, it was but a sliver of what was once theirs.


    “This was part of the original reservation lands of the Herring Pond Wampanoag. It’s where we had lived for thousands of years, but when the colonists arrived, they established this area as the Herring Pond Plantation, which at the time was almost a thousand acres.”


    On this early fall day, the work is about continuing to clear the former burial ground. Many of the volunteers are related. Troy Currence is joined by his daughter, Kendall, a junior at Northeastern University, where she is a star basketball player.

 

    I had just finished chatting with Troy, when I catch her attention and step over.


    “So, is he working you pretty hard today?” I ask, gesturing toward her dad.


    The two share a laugh.


    “Not too bad, no—he’s harder on me at home.” She grins, as her dad smiles and continues raking nearby. “Seriously, he’s taught me so many things, and I mean to pass it on.”


    “Does the tribal identity still run deep among younger members, like you?” I ask her.


    “For a lot of us, yes,” she says, nodding. “I’m only twenty, but when I’m older and have kids of my own, yeah, pass it on to them, you know? You gotta keep it going.”


    People rake, they cut grass, some on their hands and knees trimming around the stones. There is the chatter of people sharing a task, catching up, and occasional bursts of laughter, all amid the steady snip-snip of pruning shears.


    “These are our family members,” says Troy Currence, waving his shears at a stone, pausing to wipe his brow with his shirt. “Even though we’re raking leaves and cutting branches, we’re also interacting with our loved ones.”


    Seven gravestones had been fully documented so far; Harding-Ferretti is certain there’ll be more. She and I stand looking down at the smallest gravestone that had been documented.
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   HERRING POND TRIBAL CEMETERY, PLYMOUTH, MASSACHUSETTS.

    “This is Lucy Anne,” says Harding-Ferretti softly. She kneels down and brushes some dirt and green clippings off the stone’s inscription. “According to the records, she died in 1831. She was three years old.”


    The raking and clipping continue as morning turns to early afternoon. Other gravestones and names, long lost to view, slowly reappear from the cleared brush. The most recent stone uncovered dates to 1857. An anthropologist is helping to document the findings. Eventually, the tribe hopes to clean up the rest of the 6 acres, perhaps create some walking trails.


     
    “This will become part of our traditional ecological knowledge project,” says Harding-Ferretti. “But it was so important for us to start with this plot. It’s about restoring hallowed ground. We needed to honor these folks that are buried here, and who were neglected on this hilltop knoll for so, so long.”


    “This is a labor of love for you, for the tribe,” I observe.


    “Oh, absolutely. These are our ancestors. They’re family. We owe them this.”


    A seagull’s loud squawk above draws our gaze; I’m reminded how close the ocean is, even here by the woods.


    MILL POND DINER


    (Wareham, MA)


    What may be the best diner on the Cape isn’t actually on the Cape itself, but rather just over the Bourne Bridge on the mainland side in Wareham, which has long billed itself as “Gateway to Cape Cod.” (More recently, the town has begun promoting a new slogan, “It’s Better Before the Bridges.”) The Mill Pond Diner, built in 1950 (Jerry O’Mahony Co. / Elizabeth, New Jersey), began life in Providence, Rhode Island, before being moved to its present location by the late William “Biff” Goyette, who owned and ran it for nearly forty years. It is every inch authentic: shiny stainless steel, cushy blue and yellow booths by the windows, counter stools set at the Formica counter exactly twenty-four inches on center. Locals love it, and why shouldn’t they? It’s open before six a.m., the menu checks off pretty much every diner basic (great BLT), prices are still on the lower side, and breakfast is served all day. (Not a big Eggs Benedict fan myself, but I did get a kick out of the “Eggs Ben And J. Lo” on the menu.) Given that the Cape itself lacks an authentic diner with the Mill Pond’s history, perhaps the town of Ware-ham should tweak that new slogan: “It’s Better Breakfast Before the Bridges.”
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    MILL POND DINER, WAREHAM, MASSACHUSETTS. (KEN ZIRKEL)



    

    A short while later, I’m back in my car, back on Route 3, continuing south. After about 15 miles or so, the Sagamore Bridge looms up. In summer tourist season, I’d be slowed to a crawl in what can be several miles of traffic backed up before the bridge. On this fall day, I fly by, up and over the canal, and onto Route 6 with the Cape laying out ahead of me for 63 miles. But I’m only going half that far. I exit at West Harwich, and in minutes I’m driving through still-green and leafy neighborhoods of tidy low-slung homes—“Capes.” I’ve found the house; two kayaks on the roof of a car, and the sound of an electric sander coming from the garage.


    “This is our happy place,” says Pat Taylor, describing the garage in which a sleek, handmade, sixteen-foot wooden kayak is slowly taking shape. She laughs when I
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