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Marsh

As a boy, I would take our bateau out exploring. Dependent upon tide and
wind and oar, I learned early to know when the tide would turn, when I
could float down or up creek without effort, letting the creek’s ebb and flood
work for me. Stuck in a lowland with no falling water, settlers harnessed the
tides, as had the Indians before them. Charleston boasted mills powered by
the tide, whose wheels threshed and ground rice grown in fields flooded by
tides; early churches met at hours determined by the tides, for the conven-
ience of far-flung settlers.

I knew none of this, only that following the current made exploring eas-
ier.Armed with water bottle and sandwich,carrying like Ulysses my oars upon
my back, I’d hie me to the water’s edge, right our bateau, turned over to pro-
tect it from weather, ship oars and food and water and push myself out onto
the main.

Columbus knew no greater thrill than I did, a ten-year-old discovering
new creeks and branches and islands and mainland hideaways. Corrupted by
reading, I claimed new worlds for Leland, planting a crude cross or carving
my initials into a convenient tree. I resolved to make my living as an explorer
and said so in school when we were all asked what we planned to do upon
growing up. My unthinking teacher opined to general laughter that there
were no new worlds to explore. My adult life has been a limited one in part
because, good pupil that I was, I listened to him. Had I not, perhaps I’d now
be floating down the headwaters of the Amazon.As it is, I navigate an inner
Amazon whose length and depth and breadth I cannot guess.
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In my youth I had not yet listened to my betters, and so I passed a Huck-
leberry Finn sort of life. Though no Mississippi, Porcher’s Creek had com-
merce of a sort and characters enough. Henry Manigault collected oysters as
a second income,poaching them from Copahee Sound.Manigault figured he
had proprietary rights to everything Copahee produced; it was his water, even
if Phil Porcher thought he owned the oyster banks. Porcher didn’t mind;
there were plenty of oysters for both him and Manigault, who would float
out from the Beehive Landing two miles north of Porcher’s Creek.Winters I
could find him in the lower reaches of the creek,his beaten bateau awash with
oysters, conchs, clams, and whatever wonders the creek had offered that day.
Manigault was famous for his stutter, his “h-h-how y-y-you do-do-doing 
t-t-today”taking him a painful minute to get out.The creek,however, soothed
his stutter, washing it smooth with its sibilant whisperings. The creek was
Manigault’s Harvard and Yale, and he was free with its wisdom and largesse.
Through him I learned where the conchs congregated, where the clams kept
secret rendezvous, what holes hid the sweetest crabs, where oysters grew
enormous and, one summer, how to read the creek for shrimp and mullet.

Manigault liked shrimp, and he and I skirmished over holes when we’d
meet, he ascending Porcher’s in his bateau, me descending in mine. He’d row
standing up in his bateau, looking here and there for mudflats rich with shrimp,
for holes only he knew where the shrimp congregated at low tide.

Daddy had taught me how to learn a creek’s holes by casting where
shrimpers like Manigualt cast.“Mark where he stops, boy, and next tide beat
him out there.That man’s forgotten more shrimp holes than you’ll ever find.”
So I haunted his wake, floating a meander or two behind him, peering out
from the marsh to watch him filling his buckets in a hole. I marked them, and
beat him to them the next day. There I’d be, casting away in his best hole
when he showed up.“Get along, boy, this here’s my hole. I seen you follow-
ing me yesterday, and today you out here stealing my shrimp.” “I was here
first; it’s my hole.” “Boy, there ain’t room enough for the two of us in this
hole, and I’m telling you this here is my hole. I got rights to it. Go on, get;
give this here hole to someone who knows how to cast.” Then he’d proceed
to show me how to cast.

Out and up he’d throw his cotton net, blossoming in a gossamer circle
bespangled with drops of water, like a spider’s web flung against the sky. Out
and up it would sail, higher and bigger than anything I’d ever thrown, and
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then it would fall, disappearing into the water like frost lines melting on a
window pane, vanishing with a barely audible plop. A cast net’s weighted
perimeter is tied at intervals to an umbrella-like array of drawlines all tied to
a cord that passes through a hole in the center of net to the caster’s hand.As
he pulls on the cord, it pulls the outer edge of the net; anything under the
net larger than the mesh is caught in the purse formed by the net tucking in
on itself.

Nets come in varying sizes. I learned on a net four feet in diameter, grad-
uated to a six-footer, and am now happy with an eight-footer.An eight-foot
net, if properly thrown, covers twelve and a half square feet of shrimp-filled
water, a four-footer only half that. The larger the net, the more awkward to
throw and the heavier.

Down in Florida they’re said to heave twelve-foot nets. These must be
made of fishing line; nobody could throw a twelve-foot cotton net all morn-
ing long. Machine-made nylon nets fetch thirty-five dollars in the big chain
stores out on the bypass. They’re safe enough if you don’t cast near oysters,
but show one an oyster, and you’ve got a hole the size of Lake Marion
through which your catch escapes. If you shrimp holes the way I do, you can
go through two or three such nets a season. The Japanese who make them
are no doubt grateful, but I’d just as soon support the local firemen who
weave cotton nets in their spare time. A handmade net costs over $100, is
heavy as hell when wet, but lasts years.

Cast nets and shrimp were excuses to get out in the creek. Like my Vir-
ginia friends who spend fruitless morning after fruitless morning on deer
stands, I find meat but a grownup excuse to be a boy again, free to go wher-
ever my fancy takes me.Searching for the elusive super hole was excuse enough
to float ever farther down Porcher’s, past where it met Copahee, past where
Gray’s Bay flowed into it, to where Porcher’s took on the grandeur of a river,
flowing deep and barless between two banks a hundred feet apart.Fat with water
and lazy,Porcher’s wove her way through the marsh in ever broader meanders,
long, looping bends and backbends the envy of any gymnast.

Smaller creeks debouched with regularity along both sides, each mouth
calling to me. Entering such tributaries, I soon lost any sense of the larger
creek, pushing my bateau up ever-narrower, ever-tighter curves playing loop
the loop,bending back upon themselves like a pleated Christmas ribbon.Each
creek had secrets to share with anyone who ventured up it. Like Cavalier de
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la Salle, I ventured up one, discovering hidden hole after hidden hole, secret
troves of shrimp and mullet, known but to me and the otters I’d surprise fish-
ing there.Were I quiet enough, I could watch them through a green screen
of marsh sliding one after the other down the mud bank that overlooked
their hole, splashing into the water, rising in a snort of bubbles and water,
clambering up bank to start over again.Should they catch sight or scent of me,
they were gone, up the mud bank and into the marsh, cutting cross-country
to other marsh-bound channels that led them two miles back to land.

Pools quiet enough to be transparent sheltered groves of white and yel-
low and purple and orange whip coral, but too shallow to fish, held marvels
worth a thousand shrimp. Stopping, I’d watch their dance and spy minute
white blossoms blooming; these were the coral animals at dinner, seining the
water with tentacles too small to see, building colors out of water, reaching
towards the air like living skyscrapers designed and painted by Dr. Seuss.
Storms rip them from their shelly substrate and they collect on beaches and
point bars along creeks. No earth-borne flower’s scent’s as sweet as a bouquet
of such sea blooms, rich with salt. I’ve a vase of them here in Virginia; I bury
my nose in the sea-smelling salts and faint no more, their perfume as fresh as
when I found them ten years ago. Defying Einstein, I travel instantaneously
through space and time and stand again upon a distant shore.

An oyster bank sheltered behind its razored ramparts a pool of green
anemones, creeky chrysanthemums whose petals wove spells of enchantment,
luring me closer and closer until, nose dipping into water, I frightened myself
and my anemones back to reality.Their tentacles vanished, and what had been
weaving beauties became dull buttons.Wait, and, like Shelley’s “sea-blooms and
the oozy woods which wear/ The sapless foliage of the ocean,” they bloomed
again,fish rather than birds making their way through this water-feeding foliage.

An oak branch, ripped by some storm and carried here, had traded acorns
for acorn barnacles, sprouting a hundred thousand along its barkless length.
Those still beneath the water fluttered fan-like feet, or cirri, waving hapless
plankton into their maws like sirens seducing sailors to their doom. Cobalt
blue mussels crowded among the barnacles, and a dozen marsh fiddlers played
king of the mountain on the branch’s pinnacle.

A gypsy camp of wandering hermit crabs had squatted among the marsh’s
green trunks, each in a banded tulip shell of dubious provenance. Their shells
were ill-kempt, covered with a scum of algae and the occasional barnacle; but
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they were borrowed houses, after all, each crab moving to a larger shell when
he or she felt cramped. Daddy claimed they congregated only in certain
places because they favored the taste of the creek just there; it spoke to them
of carcasses, their favorite food.“Hermits are as choosy as some people about
where they live,” he explained.“They’re partial to lightning whelks and tulips
shells, maybe because they’re all right-handed and need a shell that curls the
way their bodies curl. It’s God’s curse upon you lefties; even Jesus sits on the
right hand of the Almighty.”

Farther up the creek, the marsh grass hung overhead in a green fretwork.
My brother tells me the salt marsh outproduces the richest farmlands, grow-
ing up to nine tons of grass an acre, several times the best that Indiana corn
fields can produce. Southern marshes are too boggy except at their edges to
use as meadows. New England marshes, however, are built on a firm founda-
tion, and colonists actually used them as pastures, grazing their cattle there
and harvesting the marsh like hay (something I didn’t believe until I’d walked
out into a firm-under-foot Connecticut marsh).Grass is best for haying when
it has headed up but hasn’t yet matured. Northern marshes reach this stage
sometime in August, and farmers would go out and cut them.Curing the hay
in the sun, they would either carry it home or leave it stacked on platforms
elevated above the tide.

Northern salt marsh is actually a different plant from southern salt marsh.
Both are members of the Spartina genus, the northern grass being S. patens,
our southern S. alterniflora. S.patens has both shorter and finer leaves than its
cousin.When the two grow in the same area, S. patens takes the high ground,
S. alterniflora the low.

S. alterniflora dominates Porcher’s marshes. Near land it is stunted, only a
foot or so high, growing on the broad sand flats which were our childhood
highways.Firm, sandy, and open, it stretches as far as the eye can see both ways
along the coast. I’d wander this marsh for hours, discovering among the tidal
flotsam and jetsam childish treasures—fiddlers’ claws, raccoon skulls thick and
stubby, bird skulls lightweight and adorned with bills, egret mating feathers,
white and airy as lace, opalescent mussel shells, a dozen different colored clays
and sands,desiccated crab shells, entire and empty.Everywhere is man’s trace—
a recycling center’s worth of bottles, cans and styrofoam.

This high marsh reminds nearly every visitor of the mythic West—nothing
but green grass, interrupted perhaps by the blue glint of a creek, stretching
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for miles round the very curve of the earth itself, or framed on the far away
horizon by a jagged line of trees marking the barrier islands.Above, the glo-
riously blue summer sky,“this brave o’erhanging firmament,” fills the world
like some wrap-around magni-cinema, with thunderheads building landward,
and itself fading to blue-white nothingness in impossibly remote realms. Ris-
ing through shades of blue to unimaginable heights, high, higher, and even
higher, the nearly invisible woodstorks, so faint and far off that they seem to
be floating angels, lazily ride thermals out of this world and into another.

Before they headed west for Texas and glory, cowboys were black Caro-
linians, running dogies and fattening cattle in the high marsh. Hence the
name cowboy:cow for the job and boy for the racial epithet,which was com-
mon at that time. My grandfather grazed cattle and sheep in the marshes,
though by his day even the marsh had been fenced.My father can just remem-
ber when cattle roamed free, and fences were for keeping animals out. His
daddy raised cattle and sheep in the marsh, and my daddy herded them. Here
and there a row of drunken fence posts in the marsh recall when cattle grazed
beneath the watchful eyes of boys now older than my venerable father.

Nowhere east of the Mississippi can you enjoy such magnitude as in the
salt marsh, not even from the tops of a mountain.Although you may, techni-
cally, see farther from there than on the edge of a marsh, the precipice between
you and all you view distances the world, frames it, makes it a picture. In the
marsh, though, you are in the picture; it begins, there at your feet, and runs
off as far and free and clean and new as anyone could wish.

The low marsh is another matter entirely. Six hours and a hundred feet
from where you stood in the high marsh at high tide, the world narrows, cir-
cumscribed by green, and all you can see is green in front and in back, to the
sides and overhead, a green screen of coarse-leafed grass closing in;only a nar-
row muddy ribbon of water to guide you through air palpable with heat,
oppressive, cloying, clinging, still and rich with death, with the sweet, corrupt
odor of rotting grass and rotting animals and rotting algae, tinged with a whiff
of hydrogen sulfide seeping up from anaerobic muds two feet deep. Now the
marsh is intimate, voluptuous, a living, decaying seductress out of Poe, tempt-
ing you ever farther up her devious course, a world cacophonous with life.
The plopping of pistol shrimp, the croaking of herons, the splash of a mullet,
the rustle of a thousand fleeing fiddlers, the scream of a marsh hen—myriad
lives crackling and popping and snapping as they have for millennia.
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The low marsh (low only in altitude above sea level) soars up to ten feet
high; add two more feet of creek bank, and walking a narrow creek at low
tide can be downright claustrophobic. The same marsh, at high tide, is a
bucolic invitation. Now you glide through a thick-piled carpet of nodding,
heavy headed grass that showers your gunwales with golden seed. Cavorting
grasshoppers hitch rides and vault with insouciance across your bow, spiders’
webs form stainless glass windows hung in the sky, the white-shelled turrets
of periwinkles dangle from grass tips,marsh wrens’nests hang between grasses,
and choirs of humming midges trail in your lee.

Of course, this is the marsh in good weather. Should your vocation require
you to venture out in winter, Porcher’s is less inviting. Cold, wet northeasters
raise whitecaps in water so grey-green as to seem viscous, and Porcher’s her-
self wrestles an ocean swell blown in from somewhere far north of Cape Hat-
teras.The sky lowers, as leaden as the water.The marsh, a withered driftwood
grey, grows thin and sparse as a balding head. Low tide extends the sodden
grey to mudbanks and oysterbeds, both covered in tattered sheets of algae.
Winter water numbs feet and face and fingers, lungs ache with cold, and souls
mildew and rot.

Gone are summer’s scurrying fiddlers and popping shrimp, plopping 
mullet and cavorting grasshoppers.All are dead or swam south or east, seek-
ing the warmth of ocean depths or Florida’s shores. What life remains has
hunkered down for the winter behind thick-shelled walls, and one begins 
to understand how winter hones the oyster razor thin and why the blue crab
is as foul-tempered as a winter storm. Devoid of the planktonic hordes that
clouded its summer depths, Porcher’s grows translucent, as if viewed through
a green bottle. After two or three months of this, just when it seems a new
Ice Age is in the offing, one spies, from a dock or a boat, a school of fish,
fifteen- or twenty-ten inch mullet just arrived from offshore.They drag along
north Florida’s warmth, waking the fiddlers still sleeping in the mud, and
herding the shrimp into coastal waters. The mud, its algal coat shredded by
feeding fish and fiddlers, basks in the still weak sun, and the marsh grass awak-
ens, warmed from its winter slumber. New shoots wink fresh green as young
asparagus, and Old Man Marsh sprouts new hair green as a teenaged punk’s.
My middle-aged hearing thaws, sharpens, and, at first faint and then louder,
I hear the call of the creek, a clear call, a wild call, a call that cannot be denied.
I must go down to Porcher’s again.


