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Editor’s Note

 

MECKLENBURG COUNTY, NORTH Carolina borders Union County, South Carolina. My father and his friends roamed the woods and rivers crossing borders multiple times. At the time, the chief industry was textile mills in both states, along with farming. Today, the Charlotte NC area is a major population center sprawling across the borders of both states and referred to in US Census reports as “Metrolina,” now numbering about three million people.

 

Joel Haas

 


 

 

Remembering My Father

By Joel Haas

 


 

MY TWO YOUNGER brothers and I perceived Ben Haas very differently than he depicted himself. Of course, he was just “Dad” to us. Like his father, he neither cursed nor told a bawdy joke around until we were well into our teens.

I never felt neglected. He was generally available for a game of catch on the school ground across the street. He taught us army songs (clean ones) to sing together on long driving trips. Driving through central North Carolina he might suddenly announce, “I hear arrowheads calling from that field.”

The car would then roll off onto the shoulder (the verge) and we’d all pile out and start walking the neat rows left bare by late autumn’s harvest. He was almost always right—there would be arrowheads, axe heads and bits of pottery to be found.

As an adult, I realized all he had to do was notice a field on a hill with a stream at its base or nearby. You can bet that over a period of some 20,000 years Indians had camped there.

We were often taken on camping trips or afternoon hikes through Schenk Forest or further out from the Raleigh City limits to the steep banks lining the Haw River. I did not particularly enjoy the outdoors activities, but years later I am often surprised at how vast my knowledge of natural history and woodcraft, plants, and tracking, seem to most of my friends (and wife). I just considered what Dad taught was basic walking around knowledge. To this day, I walk with my eyes sweeping the ground for arrowheads, deer tracks or looking around to see if persimmons have ripened trees or hickory nuts falling. I even look for small items when walking across a parking lot. 

When I was five, Dad taught me to shoot. He took me into the swamp behind our house in South Carolina along with his old Stevens .22 rifle. He did the same with each of my younger brothers when they were five. His purpose was to teach us about real guns and the damage they could do, as opposed to what we might see in movies or on TV. As we got older, we were given shotguns and better rifles. It is hard for me to think of any worse sin than violating gun safety rules. 

Modern child psychologists might be appalled at Dad’s parenting. “Do you want me to take off my belt?” was a frequent refrain—not because he was cruel, but because my brothers and I could not stay out of mischief. 

We were taught respect for adults and pride in our Southern heritage—a very liberal Southern heritage I might add. Failure to say, “Yes, sir,” or “no, sir,” “yes, ma’am” and “no ma’am” along with “please” and “thank you” would bring a cold stare and he or Mom would ask, “What did you say?” 

We learned to be home by supper time, how to set the table and wash the dishes. In setting the table, Dad always required a glass of ice water and a cup of black coffee. After the blessing had been said, Dad served each plate himself. He might ask, “Would you like some green peas?” and we’d answer,” Just a few, please.” 

“Well, you have to eat some—your mother took the trouble to cook them,” and with that, a medium or large dollop of whatever was dumped on our plate. Once we had all been served and my Mother had taken the first bite, loud and varied conversation burst forth. (People often said of the family, “The Haas’ certainly are loud!”) Conversation would range from the declination of Latin nouns to how to skin a mink. Mom might bring up family history or current events. Puns were appreciated and making one that worked in two or even three-languages at once would gain admiration. No subject was off limits to discuss at the table, though if the topic were crude, Mom put an end to it, saying archly, “That is not table talk.” 

Dad hated TV. In 1957, his Uncle Mike forced one on the family as a gift because, “Your kids need to know what the other kids are talking about.” Uncle Mike gave us a “portable” black and white. Portable back then meant it could be moved by two steroid-crazed gorillas. Our viewing was severely limited, but we did not mind as long as we got a half hour of cartoons in late afternoon while Mom made supper. If cooking supper were taking longer, it was Dad’s job to play with us and keep us out of the kitchen.

He had an unusual inventory of games and stunts to amuse us when we were small. If we had been good, eaten all our vegetables, etc, Dad would lie on the living room couch and go through all sorts of gyrations and moaning claiming he was pulling a toy car out of his belly button. We’d each get a toy car and, of course, shortly lose it. Mom would sweep them together with other toys to be recycled and reborn again through Dad’s magic belly button. 

I did not understand why other people considered Dad so unusual until I was in my twenties. Even then, I did not fully appreciate what a very long shot it was for a former farm boy in the sticks with only a high school education to become a full-time writer of novels. Dad set the gold standard for dogged persistence.

It may surprise Dad’s many fans, but the most memorable and vivid character Dad created, he never wrote about. Every night, for years, Dad would tell a bedtime story after he or Mom had read us a story.

Poppy Bear lived in the swamp. Every night, “One day, Joel, Michael, and John went to the swamp to visit Poppy Bear…” Poppy Bear was always creating schemes to gather “fribjab berries,” mythical square blueberries the size of cherries. Fribjab berries boasted an exquisite taste and grew only in Poppy Bear’s swamp. Somehow, we boys would save the day and get Poppy Bear out of whatever mess he’d gotten into trying to acquire more fribjab berries. We always knew the story was over because of the repeating last line, “And they all went home and ate fribjab pie until it ran out their ears.”

Dad commented years later that having to come up with a plot, characters, and narration every night was very good exercise for a fiction writer.

Our parents never restricted our reading. Winnie the Pooh might well be next to Boccaccio’s Decameron. They simply expected we would pick something age appropriate. A six-year-old would be interested in Pooh, not the Decameron, so why make an issue of it? We were exposed to authors from Shakespeare to Joel Chandler Harris and beyond. My parents read us the original Uncle Remus stories in the original dialect. 1

We were allowed all sorts of pets—dogs and cats, of course, as well as a rabbit, a turtle, two parakeets and my six-foot-long blacksnake, Moses.

In high school, I was expected to make good grades in English, German, Latin, and History. My brothers’ and my horrible math grades did not upset him. “People who write well and speak well will end up supervising the workers doing the math and computer work.” This has certainly proven true in our experience. 

Dad was so smart—and Mom was just as smart—Dad never really understood why we had trouble at school. “You three were bored to death in school,” Mom once told me. “Y’all got more intellectual challenge and stimulation at home than school.” 

Life was not always fine and dandy. My brothers and I had the usual father-son conflicts as we passed into our late teens. “I know what young men your age want!” Dad once thundered at me. “You want to screw until your ears fall off!”

I told my then girlfriend what Dad had said. Later that night, she pulled on my ears, laughing, “Still not enough!”

 

It is impossible to overestimate the impact travel had our father’s writing. 

In late summer of 1964, my parents announced we were going to “move some place we have never been and don’t speak the language to live there a while and have adventures.” By late November 1964 we lived in a house on a mountain overlooking the Danube River and Vienna. The edge of the Vienna Woods lay a few hundred meters further up the mountainside. We lived in a farming village about 12 miles northwest of Vienna. At the time, Austria was still paying off a huge war debt to Russia and the economy showed it. The Sound of Music had been filmed in Austria the year before. The people and surroundings looked the same as in the movie. My brothers and I were dumped into the local schools. Most people did not speak English, so we picked up German quickly. We returned to Raleigh in early 1966.

Westerns were very popular in Austria. People were stunned to find a real Western writer in their midst. They were even more stunned to discover he had never heard of nor read Karl May’s “Old Shatterhand” books. Karl May was—and still is—very popular but his books were not translated into English until a few years ago. May had never been to America, so much of his writing from an American point of view resembles Mark Twain’s famous satire of James Fenimore Cooper’s “Natty Bumpo” novels.

As far as actually seeing Westerns, a local barbershop cleared space several evenings a week to show movies. All the movies had to be approved by the village priest. Evidently, the priest was a Western fan. I admit it was a culture shock at age 13 to hear Gabby Hayes and Gene Autry speaking German. 

My parents quickly made friends in the village. My parents were particularly taken with Austria’s culture of wine, beer, and liquors. In the early 1960s, North Carolina had the strictest alcohol controls in the country. Wine was virtually unheard of in North Carolina. Austrian wine was horrible, but the Austrians did not seem to notice. At that time wine was hardly ever aged, rather it was consumed shortly after fermentation. It was very acidic, but it was the first and only wine my parents were introduced to. My mother continued to have my brother in Vienna ship her a case of Gruner Veltliner monthly until her death at age 90 in 2018. 

The family moved back to the same area of Austria from 1972 through part of 1975.

I bring up Austria because it had a major impact on Dad’s writing. He was very much a writer of time and place, by which I mean if he wrote about an area he had almost always been there. The atmosphere and back-ground for three books—a spy thriller and two fantasy novels under the pen name Richard Meade—all reflect direct experience of place and people. In fact, Dad’s last two novels, The House of Christina, under his own name and paperback thriller, The Danube Covenant were set in Austria as well.

 

Each year (when we were in the States) Dad and my godfather, Jim Henderson, would plan and embark on a three-week drive around some area of the American West. One year it was the Dakotas, another year it was the Texas Big Bend country. Several of the Sundance novels were based on these travels and his Silver Spur winning novel Big Bend, as well as the Rancho Bravo series drew on trips to the Southwest.

Dad and Uncle Jimmy would camp for the most part. I think Dad was at his happiest and most relaxed on those trips. It was a sort of throwback to the days when he and Jimmy were single and roaming the woods. 

 

To one degree or another Dad trained all three of us to write. My youngest brother, John, got lucky. In preparation for sending John back to the States to complete high school at the North Carolina School for the Arts, Dad and John would read a novel together each week—Steinbeck, Faulkner, Hemingway and so on. Plot, pacing, symbolism, everything about the structure of each novel was discussed in detail and then John was required to write an essay on the book. 

I was 26 when I had my greatest conflict with Dad. Two days after he had completed and sent off the final manuscript for The House of Christina to Simon & Schuster (two years late), Dad collapsed with his second heart attack. 

The chief editor at S&S called me, saying, “I understand from your father’s agent, you’re the only person he’s discussed editing the manuscript with. How soon can you do that and get the edited version back to me?”

It was news to me that Dad had discussed how his book was to be edited with me. I did not say that. Instead, I answered, “I don’t know. I have to write some Westerns quickly to bring in some cash for my mother and brothers.”

After a brief silence, the editor said, “How much do you need, kid?” 

“Five thousand dollars,” I replied.

“I’ll wire it to you today. Forget about writing anything until your father’s manuscript has been edited. And remember; we’re not publishing War and Peace this year. Forty thousand words have got to be cut.”

That was quite a chunk. Indeed, the average length of a Fargo or Sundance novel was 40,000 words.

The money arrived, and I called on two trusted and very literate friends to help me. I had a second carbon of the manuscript and worked from that. I would read through some amount of pages for words to be cut and any errors of spelling (Dad never needed a dictionary—his died of neglect); then one friend would read over what I’d done and backstop me for errors and make further suggestions; the third friend would read what the first two had done, backstopping us and also making sure the cuts did not alter the pace or storyline. 

Each afternoon, I would take the edited pages over to the hospital to go over them with Dad. From the first day onward, Dad did not like anything I had done. Some well-meaning doctors had decreed he could have pencils and writing paper, so Dad had set out to completely rewrite the entire novel by hand. Of course, he was on all the drugs that are illegal if you’re not a recovering from a heart attack, so he really wasn’t very coherent, nor was his writing.

I would leave each evening with his writing in hand along with the typed manuscript I was editing. As soon as I reached home, I would dump all Dad’s writing in the trash. My mother silently left a large tumbler of bourbon and water on the dining room table. I would sit down and recover from the afternoon tongue lashing from an over drugged father. 

After ten days, we had cut 40,000 words and rearranged a very long and pointless flashback in the story line. The manuscript was shipped back to Simon & Schuster.

Dad came home a from the hospital a few days later. He did not seem upset with my having edited the manuscript—he was anticipating redoing the whole thing as soon as he got the publisher’s galley proofs. When the galley proofs arrived, he found very, very little to edit. Simon & Schuster’s head editor wrote him a letter and cc’d me, saying Dad should relax about the editing. “Joel has done a damned good, professional job.” I could relax some.

Future family finances were riding on how well the book sold. I felt if the book did not sell well, it would be my fault; if it sold well, Dad would get the credit. I just wanted it to sell well, not for the money, but for my peace of mind. 

Several months later, Dad stopped by my place to tell me the US paperback rights had just been sold for a sum in the mid six figures—a lot of money in 1977. I was relieved.

Sadly, my father did not have a long time to enjoy the payment that finally gave him a stretch of financial independence. October 27, 1977, he was in New York City to attend a large supper and party presented by The Literary Guild Book Club. They were honoring all their past authors and the Literary Guild had published most of Dad’s books in their own club editions. 

Of course, he was going to meet with his literary agent while in New York. They arranged to have drinks at the bar of the Algonquin Hotel where Dad stayed. The agent waited and waited and waited. Finally, a maid was sent up to open the room and inquire. She found Dad dead on his bed. His heart having suffered two heart attacks had fallen victim to cardiac arrhythmia, a condition in which a damaged heart starts to beat erratically and fatally. 

 


 

 

 

 

 

 

A Hack’s Notebook

 


Chapter One

 

THERE WERE THREE of us in the boat when it swamped, three eighteen-year-olds, feeling a strange mixture of eagerness and fear. It was late 1944, the war still raged full-blast, we had all passed our pre-induction physicals, and the Army was only two weeks away. Queasy with self-doubt, bold with dreams of heroism, we had no way of knowing whether we would ever see each other or this river again. And so this float trip down the Catawba through upper South Carolina in a flat-bottomed boat we had put in upstream earlier in the summer, was our farewell to civilian life and to one another.

We had run together for a long time, the three of us and some who were already off in service. The common passion we all shared was love for the outdoors, a hunger to explore our quadrant of the backwoods South. Haywood Bobbitt and Branden Davis were Eagle Scouts, former camp counselors, loaded with merit badges.

Never a scout myself, I had grown up on the edge of the country, had hunted, trapped, explored with them and others a vast skein of creeks, large and small leading to this river. This was the first day of a projected week-long trip we hoped would take us all the way to the huge, mysterious Wateree Swamp.

The November day was a fine one to float down the river. We’d uncovered the hidden boat at Van Wyck, a little village built around a brickyard, where two Catawba Indians ran a pole and cable ferry across to their miserable little reservation on the other bank. The sun was high and warm, the sky a blue wholly without stain. Maybe three hundred yards in width, the Catawba was lazy-slow and deep in some places, shoaling in others so that we had to push the boat across its rocks. Our shoes were in the bottom of the boat, along with rucksacks, bedrolls. Blocks of teal and mallards skittered up ahead of us; an occasional heron flapped majestically across our route. Once we thought we saw an otter slide off a rock into the water. We knew the wildlife, most of the trees and plants, appreciated them. We saw no other boatmen, and save for a few cows in occasional pastures, no sign of human habitation along the banks. We could have been frontiersmen, exploring the unknown.

By late afternoon, though, the wind off the water was getting chillier, the sun edging down behind the woods. We were thinking about putting inshore to make camp when, ahead, we saw the island.

Dark and thickly wooded, it divided the river into separate channels, and as we approached, the current was swifter, pouring over hidden rocks.

Red Davis and Chunk Bobbitt were by far the most experienced boatmen, and Red was in the bow, Chunk in the stern, myself amidships. Caught up in the current, we laughed as the boat speeded. Rapids excitement.

Pathetic by real white-water standards, in a canoe they would have been nothing. But this was no canoe, it was a heavy, homemade, flat bottomed craft put together by some country fisherman who had failed to chain it tightly to a tree. It went over the first fall with an unlovely plop, and water poured inside. The second drop buried the bow, and now our shoes and packs were afloat. Frantically we worked with pole and paddle, but there was a third fall-off just ahead, and that one did it.

The boat lumbered down its three-foot drop, filled completely, and there was the sickening sensation of its simply sinking out from under us. A second later and we all were floundering in fifteen feet of water, a hundred feet or so from the island’s edge.

Our packs and bedrolls had some buoyancy and floated. We caught them just in time, pushed them ahead as we swam to the island, climbing shoeless and drenched out into a thicket of cane and catbriar. Perversely, the boat surfaced again, floated upside down on past the island. Darkness was coming fast and we were stuck here. And, we learned, groping in packs and pockets, not a one of us had thought to bring waterproof matches. Every match we had was soaked. So were our clothes and blankets, except for two partially protected by being rolled inside the waterproof pup tent.

Conceivably, if we’d had shoe laces, we could have made a fire-bow and kindled a fire without matches, but our shoes were somewhere in the river. The wind was growing colder. There was nothing to do but tough it out till morning. We had just time enough before darkness settled to lay out our bedding, hoping the wet blankets would not soak the dry ones, eat some river-soaked bread and cheese, and then, stripping ourselves naked, we all huddled together under the cover, body to body for what warmth that would provide.

The night was endless. A full moon rose, to hover on the point of a dead stub near where we’d made our bed. The temperature dropped, and the rapids made a sullen, chill, unending thunder.

There was no room to turn over without being shoved out from under cover. We shivered, teeth chattering, for hours, until dawn finally broke.

Once the sun was up, things were better. It was going to be another warm day. We ate more cheese, tried to explore the island, and counted our losses. Our shoes were gone, so were Red’s glasses, and most of our food was spoiled. Mockingly, the boat was stranded upside down on a shoal near a smaller island two hundred yards downstream.

So much, for our week’s trip. The problem now was to get to the bank and thence back home to Charlotte, North Carolina, twenty-five miles away. We lightened our packs of everything we could, emptying all canisters to provide extra buoyancy.

Then, half wading, half swimming, we worked our way downstream to the stranded boat. Maybe, just maybe, we would use it again someday.

Righting it, we put our packs in it, and, clinging to it, worked it a hundred yards through treacherous water to shore.

It was noon when we finally clambered out, barefooted, on the thorny bank. Shouldering the packs, with no clear idea where we were, sweating now from the unseasonable heat, we struck out and finally hit a narrow country road. Wearing socks, but no shoes, we walked three miles, four, saw no habitation. Then, ahead, a slow, creaking, mule drawn wagon. We yelled, and its black driver reined up.

The highway where we would have to catch a bus, he said, was eight miles yonderway. For fifty cents he would take us there. Slumped disgustedly in the wagon bed, we watched the countryside crawl by stripped fields of cotton; the gray weathered shanties of black tenant farmers; a mule walking endlessly at pole’s end around and around a mill grinding sorghum. Presently a small brick church, Waxhaw Presbyterian. The driver stopped to rest the mule, showed us the graves in which Andrew Jackson’s parents were buried. From there it was not far to the highway. When we reached it, we stood at the roadside in the hot sun for an hour until the bus from Lancaster, S.C. to Charlotte appeared and flagged it.

The city bus I caught in downtown Charlotte stopped a half mile from my home. Shouldering my pack, I walked barefooted, at about the limit of
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