oastlines
By Jay Feldman

THE OLD MAN’S RIVER

Leigh McCracken gets his salmon the old-fashioned way — he spears it.

HEN I MET LEIGH
McCracken fif-
teen years ago,

X he was in his late
fifties, a codger verging on
geezer. Leigh is a semi-
hermit who lives about four
miles inland on one of the
many small rivers that line
the coast of Northern Cali-
fornia. He has lived his en-
tire life there on a good-size
piece of land that has been
inhabited by his family for
three generations. His
grandfather - cleared the
land in the late nineteenth
century —the meadow and
apple orchard around Mec-
Cracken’s house are still
dotted with the stumps of
virgin redwoods, some of
which are fifteen feet tall
and twenty feet in dia-
meter.

To reach his place you
need to either boat up-
stream from the coast or descend a
steep logging road, a feat that in the
winter is more safely accomplished on
foot than in car. Considering its prox-
imity to the Mendocino coast, it is land
relatively unscathed by modern civili-
zation. Bobcats stalk and mule deer
graze freely. Big pileated woodpeckers
(called “raincrows” by the locals) and a
pair of great blue herons live in the
valley. California nutmeg and wild
ginger can be found if you know where
to look.

It is a paradisaical spot with ever so
many virtues. When the river rises in
the winter, it deposits a fresh layer of
topsoil on MocCracken’s vegetable
garden. (Unfortunately, at the same
time it also washes the fence aways;
Leigh builds a new one every spring.)
At planting time, the ground is moist
enough to preclude the need for water-
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ing. Even in the dryest part of the sum-
mer, the water table is close enough to
the surface that the garden never needs
to be watered. McCracken spends most
of his time on his land. It’s not that he
is a misanthrope —on the contrary, he
likes people, and visitors are always
welcome. It's just that he is a shy,
laconic man who would rather listen to
the purposeful chatter of Steller’s jays
than to people’s idle chitchat.

Besides McCracken’s house, there is
another dwelling on his property, a
large, old, one-room log cabin that was
inhabited by my friend Allen and his
family. Allen and I had known each
other as students in Berkeley. As com-
mon victims of graduate school burnout
and early converts to the back-to-the-
land movement of the late sixties, we
had often fantasized about moving to
the country. Allen made the break first.
In the spring of 1967, he, his wife, Sarah,
and their eight-year-old son, Jerry,
left Berkeley for Mendocino County.
A month later I got a postcard that
said, “Eureka!” Below this one word

was a hand-drawn map.

I bought a 1958 Interna-
tional panel truck and con-
verted it into an eminently

livable camper. In early
fall, bidding city life
farewell, I set out for

Allen’s place. I followed his
postcard map from in-
terstate freeway to state
highway to county road. I
hit the dirt road on the map
precisely at sundown and
parked at the top of a hill,
as the map instructed.

I was in the ecological
zone known as Pygmy
Forest, an area 1 was
familiar with from previous
exploratory visits to the
region. The Pygmy Forest
is a land belt several miles
wide that runs along much
of the Mendocino coast
about three miles inland
from the shore. The soil of
the  forest is excessively
acidic, and all the trees are dwarfs.
Walking around in the Pygmy,” one
feels like a prehistoric giant.

Exhausted from a day of driving and
exhilarated at being in the country with
darkness descending, I made dinner
and went to bed.

I was up at dawn and started down
the hill. Quickly, the Pygmy Forest
ended and I was in Douglas fir and red-
wood terrain. After a few hundred
yards, the road dipped sharply down
and to the left, and all at once, the river
valley with its morning fog was re-
vealed to me. I caught my breath.
“Eurcka!” indeed. I sat down on the
hillside and took it all in for a few
minutes before making my way down to
the log cabin, where Allen and Sarah
already had breakfast going on a wood
stove. As I'd expected, they were de-
lighted to see me. I looked around the
cabin. No electricity, no running water
or indoor plumbing, no telephone, but,
out the window, that valley — no doubt
about it, they’d hit the jackpot.

After a very leisurely breakfast and
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