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Charm City



INTRODUCTION

[image: image]: A Walk Through Baltimore—now, what should be plugged into that blank? The city where I live has had a number of nicknames over the years—centuries, that is. A couple of centuries, anyways. My daughter and her friends sometimes call the place “B-more,” which might have some value as a functional pun—Be More! Or maybe not.

In the early nineteenth century, some people began to call Baltimore “the Monumental City,” for reasons we'll come to in due course. Early in the Civil War, it earned the moniker “Mobtown” (explanation tk; just read on). It's been called “Crabtown” (obvious) and “Nickel Town” (don't ask me why). In the 1980s, it was dubbed “Tiny-town,” by the mother of all free alternative listings–based weeklies, the Baltimore City Paper (founded 1977); this epithet was a satirical reaction to Baltimore's sudden burst of affectionate self-regard, which took place under the leadership of beloved, diminutive Mayor William Donald Schaefer, a period during which practically all public benches were emblazoned with slogans prominently featuring the phrase “Mayor William Donald Schaefer,” which may have struck the early CP editors as a bit much. Post-Schaefer mayors really did need to paint something else on all those benches, and so began a fitful effort to rechristen Baltimore “The City that Reads”—a phrase that also adapted itself well to satire: “The City that Breeds,” “The City that Bleeds,” “The City that Reads . . . at a Third-Grade Level.”

Then there's “Charm City,” an appellation that has stuck tighter than most, to the point that some people assume and believe that Baltimore was already called “Charm City” back in the days when H. L. Mencken and Edgar Allan Poe walked this patch of earth. Not so. In 1974, Mayor Schaefer commissioned adman Bill Evans to come up with . . . something. Some kind of Baltimore-based gimmick that might appeal to tourists. Evans didn't see much when he first looked around, a few years before the redevelopment of the Inner Harbor put momentum into what became known as a Baltimore Renaissance. “Decaying wharves, rats, and hoboes,” Evans reminisced years later. “That was downtown Baltimore. It was pretty bad.”

Up came Evans with a scheme wherein tourists on a treasure hunt among Baltimore's then-viable attractions (e.g., Memorial Stadium, home of the Orioles baseball team) would be rewarded at every stop with . . . a charm bracelet. Yeah. Signs went up all over town: “Smile, you're in Baltimore.” The charm offensive opened in July 1974, ten days into a garbage collection strike that left mounds of stinking rubbish all over the streets, and which spread to jail guards, sewage workers, a sizable chunk of the Baltimore police force, and also to the keepers of the Baltimore Zoo. Enhanced by a 110-degree heat wave, looting and arson broke out downtown. State troopers were called in. At the zoo, the feeding of smaller animals to the larger carnivores was narrowly averted.

Charming!

But wait. This episode, with all its grotesque irony, alongside the outcome that the zoo animals didn't really eat each other and not too many people really got hurt, turns into a classic Baltimore thing. Weird, sometimes disturbingly so, but once you had come out safe on the far side of it, maybe kinda wonderful, too. Only in Baltimore . . . And over the next few years more and more people began to notice that most Baltimore rats didn't have rabies and most Baltimore hoboes wouldn't actually hurt you and that among other choices along the eastern seaboard (at a time when citizens of Boston, New York, or D.C. had to pay a much higher price for a much higher level of urban stress and suffering) Baltimore was an affordable and unexpectedly appealing place to live. There followed a genuine Baltimore Renaissance, which owed a lot (joking aside) to the leadership of the Schaefer administration.

The bracelets vanished, but Charm City hung on . . . because in the end, it's sort of accurate. Baltimore had decided to embrace its peculiarities, in the way that a family learns to cherish the oddities of its more peculiar members. In the later work of John Waters, it becomes more and more obvious that the grotesquerie his films portray is really very amiable at heart. Charming eccentricity (charming on the surface, at least) is the raw material for so many Anne Tyler novels. Beneath the surface there's Poe's dark side with all the horrors it has to offer—but Poe was a comedy writer, too, though most people don't remember that. Moreover, Baltimore waitresses of a certain age really do still sometimes call you “Hon.”*1

Charm City, then. Why not?

[image: image]

IN THE FALL of 2005, I served as an alternate juror on a trial in the court of the Honorable John Glynn. I'm not going to claim I wanted to be there, but it was a more interesting case than many—a cop-shooting (nonfatal) with enough odd wrinkles that the trial ended with a hung jury. Some aspects of the case struck me as possibly newsworthy, and I got to know the judge a little by asking him questions after the case had concluded. Judge Glynn, who presides over a dispiritingly infinite number of criminal cases, writes a thing or two from time to time—to relieve his feelings, I suppose (a motive he shares with most other writers, including me).

“From the parking lot of The Rotunda, a shopping center near where I live in North Baltimore, I can see the skyline of downtown Baltimore, several miles to the south,” Judge Glynn wrote in March 2006. “This is a very small place. If a track traced the boundary of the city, a world-class runner could circle town in less than three hours. Nevertheless, quite a few criminals manage to squeeze themselves within our borders. When one of these criminals happens to be caught, he appears before one of the five judges who try serious felonies in The Circuit Court for Baltimore City. I am one of those judges.

“Each day brings to my courtroom a fresh set of these criminals. . . . The innocent are rarely found outside the nursery, and even more rarely in the Circuit Court for Baltimore City.” Examples follow, lots of them. They are weird to the point of being disturbing, and a lot of people don't come out safe on the other side.

Here we have, one might say, a rather uncharmed view of Baltimore, though it comes from a Baltimore native, born and bred. Judge Glynn is looking at a very small place with a lot of suffering jammed into it. Oddly, most law-abiding citizens of Baltimore don't feel all that much pressure from crime—they don't feel besieged in the way that (to pick one example) law-abiding New Yorkers felt besieged in the 1970s. Many or most of . . . us (I guess that's what I'm trying to say here) are as comfortable as people anywhere else in the United States in consuming Baltimore's criminal culture as entertainment on hit shows like Homicide and The Wire (wonderful, intensely realistic shows which I have enjoyed watching myself ). The reason for this oddity, I am reasonably sure, is that the criminals who endlessly stream through court-rooms like Judge Glynn's—they who have made Balti-more number two for murder in major U.S. cities, right behind Detroit—prey almost exclusively on each other. This underclass lives in a parallel universe, cheek by jowl with Charm City ...yet scarcely touching it, somehow.

There are two cities in Baltimore, then. These promenades try to pass through both of them.



Greenmount Avenue

AT FOUR ON A MID-OCTOBER AFTERNOON, I leave my house and start walking south. I live in Cedarcroft, a neighborhood tucked between two Baltimore arteries—Charles Street and York Road—and just inside the northern city limit. Most people who don't live here never heard of it—a feature I have always appreciated. It was all farmland, back in the day. At the close of the nineteenth century, the city of Baltimore was about an hour's ride from Cedarcroft by buggy or by the horse-drawn trolley cars that served the area since 1842—but, in truth, a world away. The farmers of this area were largely self-sufficient, and visited Baltimore, over the rolled stone roadways of York Road and Charles Street, for major purchases like furniture, farm machinery, and clothing. Today, the land lies just within the Baltimore city limits—just.
 
Philip E. Lamb bought the first twenty-five acres of the farm he called Cedarcroft in 1885, adding another twenty acres shortly thereafter. The manor house of Cedarcroft Farm still stands a couple of blocks to my east—an enormous, rambling wooden affair with rooms added on rooms like cells of a honeycomb. The drive, which used to unfurl from the big house's portico a quarter mile east to York Road, is now another suburban-style street called Hollen Road. Lamb was a partner, twenty-five years after his first purchase in the area, in the Cedarcroft Land Company, created to subdivide the area. It was an early planned development, supervised by architect Edward L. Palmer.

I live in a two-story stucco house, one of three in an almost identical row, built in the late 1920s, around the same time the sycamores that line these streets were planted, at my best guess. The trees are old now, tall enough to turn each street they shade into something stately, and shedding their leaves early in the drought that has parched the whole region the autumn of 2005.

The neighborhood's changed, the last few years; a generational rollover is well under way. We've seen a lot of old folks die off or move to assisted living, new families with small children moving in. The shady streets are busy with joggers and strollers and dog walkers a good part of each day. There's more small-engine noise hereabout than there used to be, and my neighbor Jack Heyrman, who's been here much longer than I, has a theory that it goes with an influx of Republicans—that leaf blowers, for example, are a strictly Republican appurtenance. Call him paranoid if you will—but Maryland did, not too long ago, elect its first Republican governor since Spiro Agnew.

The leaf-blowing demographic may be watching football now, for somehow it is unusually quiet this pleasant, sunny fall afternoon, with just enough crispness in the air for me to be wearing a light denim jacket. I walk through two quiet blocks of bungalows south of Lake Avenue and turn east in the shadow of the Northern Parkway ramp, where the muffled drone of traffic is almost as soothing as surf. Presently, the street I'm walking on fizzles out, dead-ending at a small derelict park behind a bus stop shelter, which city road workers have fenced off to store their equipment in off hours. I come out into full sunlight, on the corner of Northern Parkway and York Road.

Crossroads. Baltimore is, famously, a checkerboard town, a grid of small contiguous neighborhoods each with its own peculiar character and social constitution. Northwest of this corner is the neighborhood I just walked out of, mostly white, professional, upwardly mobile. Northeast, the other side of York Road, is Chinquapin Park—more modest, more ethnically mixed, with a social dynamic that's maybe more . . . sideways. Every which way. Or call it just impossible to pigeon-hole. Southwest is Homeland, a prosperous enclave, notorious for the fastidiousness of its gardens and lawns. Southeast begins a series of lower-income neighborhoods—Govans, Woodbourne, Winston-Govans—with the population getting darker in skin tone the farther south you go.

When I moved to Baltimore in the mid-eighties, I thought it would just be a stop on the way . . . if I thought about it at all. I'd just got married, and my wife was already living in Baltimore, and it seemed a more salubrious place for the two of us than the Brooklyn slum where I was living at the time. Now that we've been here twenty years, I can say that if I had chosen a place to settle instead of just drifting into one, it might have made sense to choose this place. I was born and raised on a farm in Middle Tennessee, and I went to college at Princeton, and moved to New York City for several years after that, and I came away from those experiences with an unconscious wish to live somewhere neither North nor South. Baltimore is a little of both. Some citizens have had a foothold here since John Smith first sailed up the Chesapeake Bay, and some migrated from Poland and Italy and Greece, and a lot of the white folks came from West Virginia, and black folks came from all over the Deep South—both of those last two groups to work in steel, when Baltimore had a steel industry. We're north of the Confederacy here, but south of the Mason-Dixon Line.

Bang across the street is Jerry's Friendly Belvedere, a bar run by a Baltimore Sicilian family since 1978, when Pietro Rugolo bought the place from Jerry Dotterwhite. Dave Rugolo, Pietro's son, has a share in the family's house in the old country and spends a fair amount of time there, which gives him an international perspective, but he's also American to the bone, a sound patriot, and ready to talk politics with you across the bar any day of the week—including Saturdays, generally speaking, though for some reason he's not here today. When I once tried to call him a conservative, Dave pointed out that in fact he backs a good number of liberal causes; at the time, he is the kind of small businessman whom the American right is always claiming to serve and defend, and in fact he seems convinced that that's true.

“My parents came here they had nothing,” he's told me. His father had a third-grade education and “never dreamed in ten years he'd own his own business.” Pietro Rugolo worked as a mechanic, and Dave's mother worked in a sweatshop, and the family lived in a one-bedroom apartment until Dave was five years old (speaking Italian in the household, so that Dave is still fluent in that tongue). “When I came here the streets were paved with stone,” Pietro Rugolo told his sons (Dave's brother, Nathanial, runs another bar called the Crease in Towson). “Now they're paved with silver. For your generation, it should be gold.”

“You make that happen,” Dave says now. He's got a decent amount of direct experience with class and economic stratification in other countries. “The beautiful thing about America,” he says, “is that no one tells you you can't.”

Dave is a hardworking guy, I have seen, so I hope maybe he is getting a weekend off. Jerry's is catching a lull at this time of day on a weekend. Daytime and early evening it pulls a mostly blue-collar crowd—people come for the games on the TVs at either end of the long bar, or to eat when the time is right. There's a sit-down restaurant through the saloon doors in back of the bar, oysters in season and once in a while pit beef. Nothing too fancy, but the menu is concocted by the people who actually operate the place, instead of standardized at some corporate headquarters a couple of thousand miles away. Shellfish here is especially good; a guy named Francis brings it straight up the bay. In football season, there's a bull roast every Monday night, with two bushels of oysters and forty or fifty pounds of beef, which Dave and Pietro cook themselves, letting their kitchen staff go for the evening to protect the secret family recipe. By half time, the beef is always gone.

Late nights, sometimes, the demo changes, and the place packs out with the college crowd, from Loyola and Notre Dame a little ways south, or maybe from Towson University farther up York Road. There are games for those customers down in the basement, but Jerry's never gets completely overrun by the college kids, “by design,” as Dave puts it. There's long months of the year when the college crowd isn't even in town. “My bread and butter is my regulars,” Dave says. “They're family, after you've been here so long.”

I'm not that much of a sports fan really (well, maybe during football playoffs), but Jerry's offers another show. If you sit in the L of the bar, you're looking across the counter into the liquor store component of the business, which is small but serious (and open on Sundays). It's hopping this afternoon, of course, since everybody has to stock up for Saturday night, and the clientele comes in all colors, shapes, and sizes. It is an excellent people parade, but I only watch it for the length of one beer, since I have still got quite a long ways to go.

Outside, there's a swirl of traffic from Belvedere Square, a covered market with half a dozen high-end food stalls, anchored by a fancy Italian butcher and a spiffy new wine bar. The whole place went mysteriously vacant in the mid-1990s, until a Buddhist monk I knew as a tai chi instructor did a semisecret ceremony to propitiate the local deities—I know it sounds odd, but whatever it was it seems to have taken the curse off the place, and now Belvedere Square is booming again. Up the hill, the Senator Theatre is playing In Her Shoes (which features, among other delicacies, a dizzy blond Cameron Diaz reading a poem by Elizabeth Bishop). The Senator's a gorgeous Art Deco building, with a lovely Palladian dome for its lobby, and the owners have staunchly kept it sailing as a single-screen theater, through waves of home video and multiplex construction, showing a mix of commercial pictures and art-house specials. It's a favorite venue to premiere movies with any local connections—for over a decade, most films by John Waters and Barry Levinson have opened with big festivities here, each commemorated with a flagstone of concrete out front, impressed with the key info and signatures in the style of the Hollywood Walk of Fame. There've been enough of these, I notice, that they are fixing to run out of room.

Soon after Barry Levinson's Diner opened in Baltimore, a Pullman diner car materialized on a grassy vacant lot on the high berm across the street from the Senator. Some people said it was the diner from the movie, and some people said it wasn't. Most people expected that somebody would someday do something with it, but nobody ever did. It sat there, settling into its footprint, imperceptibly yielding to the forces of entropy until someone decided to reduce its capacity as an attractive nuisance by surrounding it with a chain-link fence . . . and then, one day, it was gone.

A bit wistfully, I pass, on the next block, the store-front where Master Lee's tae kwon do school used to be. I finally earned my black belt there around 1990, after twenty years or so of intermittent study. I am more persevering than talented as a martial-arts student, it appears. Another student there was an elderly black man named Hunter, who I believed possessed the Rosicrucian secret to the perfect gumbo, which I had eaten once, when I was about nine years old, in a little backwater restaurant on the Mississippi Gulf coast called Mary's Kitchen, where the gumbo was thick black—the color and consistency of roofing tar, but possibly the best thing I have ever eaten, certainly the best gumbo I have ever eaten, and ever since I had been in slow but passionate pursuit of the right way to make a gumbo black and flavorful like that, and I had absorbed a lot of esoterica about okra, filé powder, and how to make a roux; I had made and consumed some very good gumbos, but the ultimate Heart of Gumbo Darkness seemed always to slip beyond my grasp. Well, one afternoon as we were changing after practice, Hunter happened to mention that a lot of his family were coming from Louisiana to visit him for Thanks giving, which was just a few days away . . . and that he was planning to make a big gumbo for them all. I asked him questions, and he was forthcoming—he didn't seem to withhold anything about his gumbo strategy, yet most of his moves were already known to me, except . . .

“. . . and then, I put in the obeah seasoning . . .,” Hunter explained.

My eyes lit up. My heart leaped. I had never before heard of obeah seasoning. Surely, the Gumbo Grail was almost in my hand. Tell me, Hunter, I implored, what exactly goes into that obeah seasoning.

Hunter gave me a funny look. “It's just obeah seasoning.”

Okay, it wasn't going to come that easy. “Yes, but what goes in the obeah seasoning?”

Hunter looked at me like I was crazy. “It's just regular obeah seasoning.”

We took this around a couple more times until we both became discontented and frustrated, then finally I was made to understand (now, Hunter's Louisiana accent was perhaps no thicker than my Tennessee, but it was different anyway) that what he was saying was Old Bay Seasoning, a substance more common in Baltimore than salt. Well, never mind . . .

Toward the top of the rise from the Senator is Govans Presbyterian Church, a gray stone pile, and venerable, locked down for Saturday night. The orange afternoon sunlight comes slanting through the pale old stones that have been settling in the wide graveyard behind the church for more than a century, some of them. The church itself has been standing there since 1844, and many grave markers go back to the mid-nineteenth century. Govans itself has been there much longer; it was at first a crossroads settlement when York Road was an Indian trail, and takes its name from William Govane, a Scot who acquired the tract of land from Frederick Calvert, Lord Baltimore, in the middle of the eighteenth century.

York Road became a turnpike for carriage of produce and goods back and forth from the Port of Baltimore (which is more or less where I'm headed now) and the farms like Lamb's estate that rolled off to the north, back in those days, all the way into Pennsylvania. Finally, in 1818, the expansion of Baltimore City gobbled up old Govanstowne, and within a few years the pace of the development had turned the old turnpike into what was then called a “gasoline alley,” a description that still works pretty well today. North of where I'm standing, York Road is one long strip of service stations, convenience stores, fastfood restaurants, car dealerships, and big-box stores that goes all the way to York, Pennsylvania—a vivid example of the scariest urban sprawl. Sprawl has more or less swallowed up a place called Towson, which when I first came to Baltimore still had a few time-warp bars and restaurants that had changed practically not at all since Towson was an autonomous small town, but these have finally adapted themselves to serve the rapidly growing student populations of Towson University, to the south and west, and Goucher College (where I teach) just to the north. For a sense of the old Towson, you can still go look at the beautiful old courthouse, built in the 1850s, or the WPA-style murals in the post office just across Pennsylvania Avenue. The first cabin that William Towson built alongside the Indian trail in 1850 is, of course, long gone.

That old trail ran south through the spot where I'm standing right now. Across the street from Govans Presbyterian there are still a couple of vestiges of an independent Govans village center: Maenner's Market, a vegetable stand that survived as a family business till just a couple of years ago, and Field's Old Trail, another classic neighborhood bar that's been holding its own on this corner since 1934. The afternoon light falls on that corner with a certain kindliness, though the contrast is stark; it is the sort of light that Edward Hopper liked to paint. The car wash a couple of doors farther down is bathed in it, and the glow picks out a muscular, shaven-headed black man, clad in what I'd describe as dress overalls, putting the finishing touches on his huge, glossy SUV, while his lady friend, high in the passenger seat, studies his work. Behind them, a freehand mural on the brick wall describes the evolution of York Road from the covered wagon, through the trolley cars that long ago rolled along this street, and finally to . . . the municipal bus.

I keep walking, passing the almost unnoticeable Acme T.V. Stereo Service, an old-school establishment where George, the proprietor, will solder up electric guitar cords for me on a walk-in and refuse to take my money, which is not the sort of event that happens very much around here these days. At the corner of Woodbourne Avenue (where the turnpike tollgate used to be in the days of Philip Lamb), a rusty red car comes bombing through a red light—I'm just barely alert enough to skip backward out of its path. Taking an extra forty-five seconds or so on a traffic signal is a fine old Baltimore tradition, only slightly eroded by the automatic cameras recently installed at many key intersections—viciously loathed by a great many drivers, taxi drivers especially. Since a consciousness of this light-running habit has been absorbed into the reflexes of most local motorists, there are far less accidents than you would expect.

On the sidewalk beneath the bloodred awnings of the Antioch Ever-increasing Faith International Church, a suite of maroon upholstered furniture is out on the side-walk, with a handful of young black people lounging on it as if to demonstrate its comfort. One of them has a pair of drumsticks, and he plays a quick solo on a parking meter, putting a responsive bounce in my step as I pass them. I take a glance across the street, at the cheerfully painted Caribbean Variety Store, next to Valik's Liquors, Package Store and Bar, next to the Looking Better Beauty Salon and the China Star Carryout, and then I go back to watching where I'm going. The wind has picked up, swirling brown leaves over the sidewalk. An Asian girl is trying to sweep leaves in front of the Bangkok Restaurant; trim in black trousers and a white blouse, she glances at me shyly as I pass.

To the left, there's the IHOP where I used to take my daughter for pigs in blankets, when she was the size to eat pigs in blankets; its blue shingle roof has been repainted a lurid green, and the building repurposed as an Enterprise Rent-a-Car. Another big gray stone church crops up to my right: Govans Boundary United Methodist. A big black-and-white sign on the portico admonishes NO LOITERING WORSHIP AT 9:30 AM. A little way south, just above Cold Spring Lane, there's a string of little brick row houses, one advertising “Mrs Terrell's
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