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The sense of neighborhood that I acquired while growing up in the
Western Reserve has influenced all the writing I have done for the
past twenty years, both fiction and nonfiction. In 1951, when I
was five years old, my father’'s work carried us from a farm on the
outskirts of Memphis to the Ravenna Arsenal in Portage County.
Later in the 1950‘s, we moved to a back road just outside the
Arsenal, in Charlestown township, and there we stayed until 1963,
when I went off to college in Rhode Island and my father’'s work
carried the household away to Louisiana.

So my time in the Western Reserve exactly coincided with my school
years, the most impressionable years in any life. My sense of
neighborhood was formed to begin with by the Arsenal, a fenced-in
near-wilderness harboring the weapons of war, and then by the farms
and back roads of Portage County. The first of these landscapes
continues to haunt me as an image of technology gone awry, and the
second as an image of our dwindling rural heritage. Even though I
have not lived in Ohio since 1963, I visit there every chance I
get, and I keep returning, directly or indirectly, in my writing.
Forgive me, then, if I use the rest of this note to trace the way
that my sense of place, formed in the Western Reserve, has found
its way into book after book.

The Ravenna Arsenal provided me with the title and central themes
for my collection of essays, The Paradise of Bombs (1987). The
movement from a Tennessee farm to a military reservation in Ohio,
from red dirt to concrete, from fields planted in cotton to fields
planted in bombs, opened a fissure in me which I have tried to

bridge, time and again, with words. An Army bus, olive drab to
hide it from enemy planes, carried us children to a tiny school
just outside the chain-link fence. There were thirteen in my

class, the sons and daughters of truck drivers, mechanics,
electricians. At we recess we learned whose father had been laid
off, whose mother had taken sick, whose brother had joined the
marines. From our desks we could see armed guards cruising the
Arsenal’s perimeter, the 1long antennas on their camouflaged
Chevrolets whipping the air. In the opposite direction, beyond the
playground, we could see horses grazing in a pasture and trees
pushing against the sky.

Before I finished the eight grades of that school, my family moved
from the Arsenal to a patch of land nearby, and there I resumed my
country ways, raising ponies and hoeing beans and chasing dogs
through the woods. I helped local farmers bale hay and boil maple






