I am in search ofplaces

nobodyknows.Nobody
but the folks who live
there, that is, and want
to keep it that way:
I'm in search of raw-milk America, before
homogenization, of nooks in the landscape
where sense of place is strong, where there
is a long history of generations staying put,
a long history of shared language. I'm in
>,~arch of communities spun together by a
eb of stories, gossip, goodwill, and feuds
lh.rt have outlasted their original conflict.
places where colloquialisms are not always
comprehensible to the outsider. Places
where folks tell of Pork and his late best
friend Pook, and nobody laughs.
"Nobody knows Pork's real name. He's
got a farm on 313."
"Morris Bentley."
"Pardon me?"
"That's Pork's real name."
I'm driving north on New York's Taconic
State Parkway, heading into territory un
known to me-and, I hope, most others. On
impulse, I veer off at the exit for Chatham

and Austerlitz, and soon am cruising east
on Rou te 22. No traffic. Lots of trees. Two
vegetable stands. I head into Salem, New
York, where I make a V-turn and circle back
to a sign: High Hopes Cafe. Pulling into the
parking lot, I see a smaller sign. "For Sale."
The place is shut as tight as a sleeping eye.
I sit pondering this. A pickup truck parks
next to me. My windows are open.
"So much for high hopes," the driver, in
a seed cap, says smiling. I ask where I might
get something to eat.
"WelL" he says. "I got this." He holds up
a sandwich wrapped in waxed paper. "Tuna
fish. Wife makes it real good."
He hands a half in my direction. I demur.
This is where he comes to eat his lunch
every day, he tells me. "Except when I go to
the Batten Kill," naming one of America's
great fly-fishing rivers, which flows down
the spine of Washington County. "Only

VIntage Americana.: Belle of the ball, a girl whirls to music at communal Common Sense Farm, in
cambridge, New York (right, upper). sam Clark's carriage Factory (above) may have seen more pro
ductlve clays-but not mare photogenic. Opening pages: Fall colors tinge farmliJl'ld near Greenwich.
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problem is, then I start fishing and forget
to go back to work. This way, I'm far from
temptation."
He says I should "go see Denny, over ta
Yushak's in Shushan." Yushak's in Shushan.
Write the melody and dance to it. I don't say
this, though I think it. ''What's Yushak's in
Shushan?" Well, only the most important
cultural and news center for miles. Run by
Dennis Yushak. I can get groceries there.
When taking to the road, I bring few provi
sions: dried fruit, water, vodka, a compass,
a Leatherman multi-tool. I eat locally.
I give him my thanks and follow his direc
tions to County Route 64. I'll bet you can't

drive this pastQt
two-lane road IV
William Blake's'
out to the green p
hills, I sing to tbel
woolly lambs d
we have built Jen
and pleasant land
I dip into vallI
pass the occasio
panion red barn. I
thing, except a hm
"Bring me my
I roll dO\'\~l ahU
road track with

rget
rom

drive this pastoral dream of a meandering
two-lane road without bursting into poet
William Blake's "Jerusalem." I sing loudly
out to the green pastures and meadows and
hills, I sing to the black and brown and white
woolly lambs dotting the landscape. "Till
we have built Jerusalem, in England's gTeen
and pleasant land...." It's so Merchant-Ivory.
I dip into valleys, swoop up onto rises,
pass the occasional farmhouse with its com
panion red barn. My car is the only moving
thing, except a hawk soaring high overhead.
"Bring me my chariot of fire...."
I roll down a hill and into Shushan. A rail
road track with Queen Anne's lace growing

among the trestles; Trip's Antiques, in a brick
building with "H. A." carved into its frieze;
the architecture of the 19th-century hard
ware stores that dot America's small towns;
and Yushak's store. That's it. That's Shushan.
Three boys practice skateboard moves
where a sign states, "No skateboarding."
They take momentary flight before landing
with a clank and a clatter on the middle of
the street. The place is theirs. A father in
swim trunks walks up from the bank of the
Batten Kill river, carrying a wet, slippery
baby. A battered pickup stops next to two
gas tanks. A bowlegged man hobbles out,
followed by his yellow Lab, which wags its

tail as the man fills his tank. Where will he
pay? There is no station, no attendant.
I make my way to Yushak's, and enter.
Inside, the scent is of the country store from
my youth. White bread, coffee kept warm
all day to the point of bitterness, freshly
butchered meat, store cheese. I walk down
the center of the five aisles, pick up a jar of
peanut butter, and follow the warm per
fume of baking bread. Small loaves sit on a
rack in front of an array of homemade sau
sages and fresh-ground bacon burgers.
I ask a woman behind the counter, which
is so high her graying head barely clears it,
where the bread is made. "Right here."
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Tractors move along back roads that give onto winding
dirt byways named Blind Buck and Hickory Hill.
"Yum. Do I just pick it up? Bare hands?"
"Right ahead."
Where I've come from-another country
it seems, though only four hours away-food
is childproofed, safety-wrapped, removed
from all possible threats of human touch.
This bread is flavorless, but it's available,
sweet to smell, and warm in the hand. It
will be just right with peanut butter, or a
wedge of the huge wheel of cheddar that
sits beneath a glass dome on the counter.
"It's beautiful around here."
"Yep," says the woman, who I now have
a better view of when she moves out from
132 National Geographic Traveler

behind the counter to the chopping block
to fill an order for Farmer Adams, who is
just coming in. "We are rich in beauty."
Washington County-which is bordered
by Saratoga to the west and Vermont to the
east-is beautiful to behold but a tough place
to make a living. Its pastures and mountain
vistas, its sheep, cows, and alpacas, its trac
tors moving along back roads that give onto
winding dirt byways named Blind Buck and
Hickory Hill, may provide a res Tllstica for
Romantics but doesn't count for much when
your plow keeps turning up stone.
Those who stayed in these places, rather

than heading west to places the Ice Age gia·
deI's treated more kindly, were blessed with
a lucky, or a stubborn, streak. Or loyalty to
"the home place;' like Farmer Adams, who's
just greeted the woman behind the counter,
Debbie. He tells me his farm is the one "up
the hill on the right:' with flowers lining the
road. "My wife wanted passersby to have
something pretty to look at." She died, but
the flowers still bloom. The farm was a 1773
land grant. "Stop by. I'll show you the origi
nal deed. Never had a mortgage or loan."
''Where you live?" He wants to know.
The few nonlocals who stop at Yushak's
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As Debbie cuts my cheese, I ask about the
hand-drawn card on the counter: "Murray
Hollow Bakers, handmade, wood-fired."
"Doug Rountree. Built himself a bake
house. Took 13 months. His wife says it was
the longest pregnancy." Laughs all around.
I write down the number.
Debbie wraps the cheese in white paper
and slips it across the counter. "Will that
get ya where you're goin'?"
Indeed it will. Even though I don't know
where I'm "goin':' Which is the way I like it
Back in the car, I notice that the man who
was filling up his gas tank has left. Who
knows how it works around here?
I drive in search of a cell-phone signal,
heading along Route 61 to 313, the main
thoroughfare between Cambridge, New
York, and Vermont, four miles away. With
success, I reach Doug Rountree, who is in
and yes, I can come over, "But it was a bad
bake. Please take what you like." He gives
me directions to Murray Hollow Road, "a
dirt road on your right. I'm two miles down:'
It's a date. But that doesn't mean it'll be
a straight line or exact time. This is a road
trip, after all. A meander.
No destination is more important than
an interesting road. Which is what I now
have a choice of: Juniper Swamp Road on
the left, and, opposite it, Eagleville Road,
crossing Route 61. The former has a house
visible. I choose the latter, the direction of
trees and no sign of habitation. Up an in
cline, then a precipitous drop onto a flat
land. A hardscrabble farm with two cows

and five white birches rising from rock
strewn soil. The cows look up from their
meager gTazing to stare as I pass. I wave.
To the left, the Batten Kill river flickers
golden lights. On. Off. Off. On. It slips be
tween shores of tall river willows. Then a
few 18th- and early 19th-century houses. A
fishing camp. The former home of famed
fly-fisherman Lee Wulff. Some barns. An
old post office that has been restored and
is lived in. It seems I've entered a small ham
let that I leave behind almost as quickly as
I've driven through. I cruise through a cov
ered wooden bridge that groans beneath
my tires. The light of day is cast into shad
ows and young children emerge, scurrying
for an opening of sun provided by a miss
ing plank, through which they dare each
other, "Jump! Jump!" Into the swimming
hole far below. A shriek, a splash. A round
of applause.
The less daring swing from a worn rope
tied to a thick branch of a gnarled old tree.
Pulling the rope taut, they back up high on
the grassy bank, push off, and for a moment
are aloft, until the cold stillness of the wa
ter swallows their flight. Ripples spread out
and a head bobs up, shimmering silvery wet.
The scene looks so suspiciously Norman
Rockwell, who lived nearby and rode his
bike over to paint the people of Shushan,
that I begin to wonder if it's staged. City
cynicism. These children are as unself
conscious as any kids at any country swim
ming hole. They don't even know their luck.
Murray Hollow Road runs beneath a

Ire biking by, antiquing, hiking state parks

the area, canoeing the Batten Kill, or-in
linter-skiing or snowshoeing.
"Just passing through," I say to Farmer
,dams, liking the sound of it. Passing
la- rrough stirs the restless ghosts of the road
I· th .ho preceded me in their eagerness to go
to 1search of whatever they found.
"How'd you find this place?" Farmer
.dams wants to know.
"Luck:' The luck of the road. I count on it.
My hunch that Debbie is store owner Den
'sYushak's wife is supported by a woman
~ut ho walks in and asks, "Where's Dennis?
'73 ne pork roast was moist You use mustard?"
19i- Another customer enters the conversa
m. "You ever tried beer?"
Recipes, recipes. Yet more threads that
"s eave the web of community.

What's in a name? A lot, It would seem, at playfulty decorated Buzz's barb rshop (left, upper), run
by Buzz Splezio (In green shirt) in the upstate New York village of Greenwich. Grav tones com
memorating fallen Civil War soldiers stand tall in a cemetery (above) in Cambridge, New York.
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canopy of tall trees giving way to an occa
sional clearing for a farm. At exactly two
miles, I arrive at a bakehouse next to a
Shaker-built residence. I'm met by Doug
Rountree at a doorway by piles of wood.
If there were a romance novel called
Mountain Man, Rountree would be the
cover model. Lean and tall, slightly stooped
from kneading, a beard that looks as if flour
perches permanently there, gentle eyes that
have absorbed big skies in empty places. His
voice is soft, almost out of practice. After all,
who is there to talk to when you're baking
bread? When, some nights, you're even
sleeping in a sleeping bag next to bread that

is slow to rise and requires loving attention?
I step inside the bakehouse, lit by high
windows. The scent of yeast is as familiar
and seductive as all kitchens remembered
or dreamed. Loaves of unbaked bread rise
slowly-imperceptibly-on the counter.
And that's the point. Everything has
slowed down to follow an organic sense of
time, a luxury that exacts patience: Patience
with the vagaries of fires unmeasured by
digital thermometers. Patience with fer
mentation that is as sensitive to mood and
ambient temperature as is an infant. Or a
lover. Patience when the bread baked for
today's farmers market won't earn its keep.

Rountree points to rejects in a Shaker bas
ket. "Take what you want." I pick up a
baguette, bite off the end. Crunchy and crisp
on the outside, chewy and nutty within. I've
had this bread in France. Why is it a reject?
Rountree explains texture. He explains
crust. He's Vladimir Horowitz complaining
about a missed note no one noticed.
"It takes a long time to know your oven."
I say, joking, "And then you bond?"
"Yes," he says, quietly and seriously.
I want to shake off my sardonicism like
a dog shakes water off its back.
"These tiles," Rountree says, pointing to
tiles by the oven (which he cools with a wipe

The scent of yeast in the bakehouse is as familiar and
seductive as all kitchens remembered or dreamed.
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of a broom he's doused in water, the equiv
alent of a dial on a modern-day oven), "they
are from my parents' house in the Midwest.
lowe this to them. I could not have done
this without what my parents left me:' Roun
tree's dream. Their legacy. He honors both.
"I tired of society pushing us to go faster."
So he put a stop to it. He stopped time, then
n." cranked it back to when hands, and hands
alone, were the silent, predictable tools.
The lack of machinery creates a silence
ke with which I am unfamiliar. No hum of a
computer or beep of a phone. The only sound
. to is of bread rising. And just try to hear that.
Tomorrow will be a farmers market in
ipe
Salem. "My wife will go to sell the bread."
I tell him I'll be there. I point to a candle
in a wrought-iron cradle hanging over the
oven. "For the god of the hearth?"

''Yes.'' And he means it.
The first thing I notice the next morning
in the village of Salem is the sign in the
beauty salon window. "Will trade haircut
for two chickens and a goat. Or $11." I wish
I had the required livestock. I could walk
in with my goat on a leash and a chicken
under each arm, and say, "slightly layered,
shorter bangs, no blow dry."
The farmers market consists of Roun
tree's wife, Nancy, selling bread; farmers
on either side of her, selling tomatoes and
corn; a purveyor of local maple syrup; and
some craftspeople selling their wares .
There is more gossip than produce.
And more produce than teeth in the
mouth of the farmer who warns me against
the goat-cheese snitch, should I go to the
Cambridge Farmers Market. Turns out the
snitch put his friend out of business.
I'm new in these parts. What will I hear
if! stick around for a while?
He calls out to a woman passing by, "Hey,
Ginny. I got them big kernels Dan likes."
Another farmer calls out, "Poor old... ," he
names a local. "Frost got his peppers."
"That guy's tighter'n the bark on a tree!'
I leave rich in lingo and tomatoes.
I head back, to Shushan's post office. It's
bill-paying time. I resent that I can't forgo
all cares when I hit the road. John Stein
beck had his wife, Elaine, to tend to them.
Inside the depot there's a sign on the
counter, "Jack or Rosie." A good-looking

man approaches. "What can I do for you?"
''You're not Rosie, so you must be Jack."
"Or Rosie."
I stare. Maybe I need a translator here.
The silence is broken by one of three guys
in muddy work boots who've gathered to
chat. He nods toward Rosie/Jack. "Every
body calls him Rosie." Well, all right then.
Rosie says to one of the guys, "Isn't it time
to go home? Your wife'll be lookin' for you."
"Come over later," he responds. "It's gin
night." I'm included in the invitation.
I inquire, "As in a card game?"
Laughter. "As in," he holds his hand up
and mimics emptying a bottle. "House up
on the left. Rocking chairs on the porch."
He leaves. An elderly woman enters, lean
ing over her cane. She is greeted warmly.
"Mail's not in yet," Rosie tells her. "If you
get anything interesting, I'll give you a call."
He asks the next visitor, ''Your wife away?
Her movies stopped being sent."
"Went to help her sister move."
This is the local news center. Until the
afternoon, "When everyone moves over to
Yushak's," says Rosie.
I can't for the life of me remember why
I came in here, But now I want to stay
awhile. And so I do.
New York-based Barbara Lazear Ascher is
the author offour books, Photographer Aaron
Huey last shot our Nov/Dec. 2007 feature
story "The Road to Calakmul."
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Washington County, New York
THE BASICS
New York is on eastern standard time. The
area code for Washington County is 518. The
nearest major airport is Albany International.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Washington County Tourism Association,
www.wQshingtoncounty.org.
The Towns and Villages of the Battenkill
Valley, www.visitbattenkillvQlley.com.

MENTIONED IN THE STORY

Buzz's Barber Shop 122 Main St..
Greenwich; 692-2823.
Cambridge Valley Chamber of Commerce
www.combridgenychamber.com.
Common Sense Farm 41 North Union St..
Cambridge; 677-0224; www.commonsense
farm. com.
Farmers Markets in Washington County
www.nyfarmersmarket.comjregjoneast
washington.htm.
Greater Greenwich Chamber of Commerce
www.greenwichchamber.org.
Murray Hollow Bakers 392 Murray Hollow
Rd .. Shushan; 854-9790.
Salem www.salemnychamber.com.
Trip's Antiques 1 Main St.. Shushan;
854-3335.

Yushak's Store 3 Main St.. Shushan;
854-7519.
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