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Their old familiar carols play,
And wild and sweet the words repeat

Of peacs on earth, good will io men.

— Hemy Wadsworth Lang;"rﬂow
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THE BRIDGE ACROSS THE MARSH TO AUNT ALICE"S HOUSE
By Jennings Evans

- I can still recall the first time that I crossed the long narrow
" bridge with one of my play-mate friends ,Gilbert "Gibby" Dize to visit
his Aunt Alice. It was about two days before Christmas in 1939. As a
boy of 9 years old, I was "Down the Field" just below Mr. Calvin Brad-
shaws "Big Store" playing on the back porch with Gibby, at his house.

We had been dismissed from the little one-room school we attended
at Ewell, for the Christmas Holiday's, and I had ventured from my
home "Over the Hill" on that afternoon to play with some of my schoal-
mates "Down the Field.

We had been playing out on the porch for a little, when Gibby's
mother,Louise Dize came out of the house and said, "Gilbert, I want
you to take some Christmas presents over to the children at Aunt

the sklpper of the sailing oyster dredge boat,"Fanny L. Daugherty "
Gibby's Aunt Alice Dize was born in the same house where Gilbert's

family was living at that time. She met and married a man from St.

Mary's County across the bay in Maryland.

His name was Walter Ridgel, and they were married about 1924. They
had three daughter's,Virginia, Cynthia, and Eunlce. They were all liv-
. ing on the Western Shore of Maryland,when Alice's husband Walter Rldgel
. died in 1934, leaving Alice with three very young daughters to raise
by herself in the great economic .depression of the 1930's &E

She decided to to return to Ewell, Smith Island, where she was born, =
and where she still had lots of .relatives. Alice brought her three (Q
daughters back across the bay, to live in a house that had been built %\,
by her grandfather, Stephen Townsend Dize (B.1846-D. 1921) sometime 7
after the Civil War ended in 1865,

The house was located at the southern tip of Ewell(just below the
site where Al Gate's house stands today.)In earlier days the house was ¥
was beautiful. Surrounded by tall tree's, a fruit orchard, and a near- ﬁﬁ
by cattle pasture where the cows watering hole, can still be seen today.

However, when Alice and her daughter's moved into the old home, it u€§§

Alice's house!"
Aunt Alice was the sister of Gibby's father Capt. Dan Dize who was §$}

was in need of repairs to its kitchen. Alice's brother, Capt. Dan put i?
fya new roof on the kitchen, and fixed it up to make it livable- g7
‘ From the.door of our one-room school house, we could sometimes see | )
= the three girls, coming across the long bridges (there were two) from [@ﬂ
r their home across the marsh, toting their school books. Some morning's f3$ '
it was very cold. On other days, snow would be falling, as the girls
"~ returned to their home on the snow covered bridges. But the weather 4id:
not stop them from coming to school. They were on that bridge every
.. .morning, no matter what the weather. ... I .
- ’ Strangely enough, I had never walked on the brldges myself because )
my mother had always warned me about crossing marshes, bridges, and ¥
ditches. She knew my luck for falling in, or getting stuck in a gut,
and coming home full of miry mud.

When Gibby said, "Do you want to go over to Aunt Alice's with me to
carry these presents?" I told him I had never been over that .bridge '
before. He said,"Now's your chance, come on lets go!" It sounded kinda a L g
exciting to me,to go somewhere on the island, that I had never been o
before. I said, "OK, I'll go with you, and help you carry some of the | ‘
presents. Gibby's mother Louise, gave each one of us several small -
packages, and said, "Be careful now, don't fall in the marsh with these!"
I wondered to myself, "Did she too, know about my luck for coming home 6 *
full of mud, or was her boy Gibby just as bad as I was for doing that?™

L__ _ erFQlll "At least, she was trusting us with the packages anyway."
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We began our mission to Aunt Alice's house, leaving through Gibby's,
back yard, crossing the back road, and on through the back yards o' a °
row of houses on what is now Somers Road. We reached a ridge, on t =
edge of the marsh, behind the houses, and there in the distance was
Aunt Alice's old house, and the long bridge leading to it. We could
see the smoke spiraling in the cool air from one of its two chimney's.

We climbed up on the bridge with the presents, and began to walk
across the'rickedy" planks,some in need of repair, and not very many
people were using it as there had been in the past. The bridge crossed
over ponds where black ducks would fly up in small flocks and the
flutter of their wings was startling to anyone walking across it.

Blue herons, egrets, and marsh hens would suddenly and mysteriously
pop their heads up through the marsh grass, that seem'ed to be teeming
with wildlife. From the bridge we could see some of the marsh reeds
and cattails moving and parting by an unseen mink or muskrat that may
have been alarmed by the sound of our footsteps on the planks of the
wooden bridge. To me, the bridge walk was a little bit spooky, and yet,
very intresting.

As we walked, and talked our way across the bridge,the old house
came into full veiw despite the old tree's that almost surrounded it.
The bridge led us directly to the front yard, where we jumped off,
and began walking toward the front of the house. I had a strange feel-
ing that we were being watched, and when I looked up to the front
window of the house, I saw two little,very dark complexted girls,peep-
ing at us through the small window panes.

Their eyes were very dark, and their hair was jet-black. I had never W
seen them before. Were they ghosts,or what? I didn't know if Gibby saw [
them peeping at us, or not, but I had to find out in case it was just

me seeing things. I said, "GIB, Do you see them two little girls in the %

window there?" He said,'"Yea, I see 'em, they're Aunt Rinthy's little
girls!"” I felt stupid, but I didn't know Aunt Rinthy, and had never
seen her, or her little girls before. Gib said, "Aunt Rinthy is Aunt
Alice's sister, and she and her children have come from Delaware to
spend Christmas Day over here. Aunt Rinthy's married to a man named
John Hangis, who came from Greece."
explained it all.

As we walked around the back of the kitchen, Gib said,"These presents
we've got are for Aunt Alice's three girls, and Aunt Rinthy's two girls
Joanie and Margaret." He walked up to the top door-step, and knocked on
the kitchen door. His Aunt Alice opened the door, gave her nephew a big
hug,and told us both to come in. By this time, the little girls had run
from the front living room back to the kitchento see who we were; and.
what was in the packages we had. Everyone was gathered around in the
kitchén. We gave the presénts that were given them,by Gib's mom & dad
to Gib's Aunts Alice and Rinthy. Aunt Rinthy gave Gibby a big hug., It
was the first time in a long time that Aunt Rinthy had seen her nephew:

It was also the first time that I had seen either one of Gib's aunts.
Although I knew all three of her daughter's from school, this was the
first time I had met their mother Mrs. Alicé. She was a very robust
lady. Friendly, but not one that I would, want to get angry with me,
Mrs. Rinthy seemed happy to see us too. She looked directly at me and
said, I know who you are, you're Pauline and Ben's boy. I felt flatt-
ered that she knew my parent's.

Mrs. Alice and Rinthy sorted out the presents, and gave them to
‘their daughters. Virginia, Cynthia, and Eunice took their presents
into tke 'living room,and put them under a fresh cut cedar tree, even
though it still hadn't been trimmed with either ornaments or icicle's.
There were lots of cedar tree's growing near the old house. The little
girl's were trying to get into their presents despite Mrs. Rinty's
desire for them to°'wait , and open them on Christmas Day,

As far as I was concerned, that
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. After a hot cup of cocoa at Mrs. Alice's kitchen table, it was
time for Gib and me to wish everyone in Mrs. Alice's house a Merry
Christmas, and make our way back across the old bridge.Everyone in
the house thanked us for coming, and wished us a Merry Christmas.

With that, we waved goodbye to Gibby's smiling aunts, and their
daughters. As we closed the kitchen door, then made our way down
the door-steps,and on toward the front of the old house, I felt
once again, that somebody was watching us. I glanced back toward the
front window of the house, and there they were, two sets of dark eyes
fixed on us, as we approached the bridge. They were waving goodbye to
us, with their little noses pressed against the window panes.

We waved back at them, and then jumped up on the bridge to begin our
journey back across the marsh...And although it was 63 years ago, I
have never forgotten the day Gibby Dize and myself went across the
marsh on the bridge that led to Aunt Alice's house.




TWAS THE NIGHT BEFORE CHRISTMAS ON

SMITH ISLAND

By Jennings Evans

Twas the night before Christmas,

And out on the Bay,

Yot a Smith Island Waterman was stirring,
Bacause, nobody went ocystering that day.

All the dredges and tongs,
were neatly stached away,

And until) Christmas was over,
Thats where they would stav.

The watermen, and their families,

. were all snoring in their beds,

With visions of cvster pie,
Dancing in their heads.

The stockings were hung,
All over the house,

Just right to catch,

A Christmas Mouse.

Then suddenly, down to the landing,

There arose such a clatter,

211 the watermen leaped out of their beds,
To see what was the matter.

All of the commotion was
From down by the "Crick"
Somebody yvelled out,

"It was Cle Saint Nick."

coming,

"Surely Saint Nick, ain't come this quick"

Scmebody else was heard to say,
We expected him te fly in later,
With eight reindeer, pulling a sleigh.

"Yea! we thought he would land,
On top of our roofs,

With the prancing socunds,

Of his reindeer hoofs."

" Roofs the "Dickence" One waterman: said,
"He's landed in a speedboat, painted RED'
"He don't need any reindeer hoofs,

“canta's shot up here with an "Evinrude!"

Then-all the watermen, '"toock out
Just as fast as they could churn,
Where they saw a bearded fat man standlng,

Wlth a huge bag of toys, in the boat's stern.

He yelled "You feller s come on aboard,
And get these toy's for your kids,

Take 'em on up the County Wharf,

While your kids, are still in their beds."

Lt

"These sea's cut here are really

to the landing,

"SANTA, The watermen said, "Where are your reindeer?”
He said, "I couldn't get 'em tco fly over here!

Them buggers, den't like to f£ly across the Bay,

So I had to come in my boat, it was the only way!"

"SANTA, they said, "Are you sure of that?"

Santa laughed and said, "Just as sure as my belly is fat!"
He said, "Them chicken reindeer, ain't worth a Dern,
I had to wind up leaving ‘em, over to Saint Jerms!" (St. Jeror

You could tell Ole Santa was in a bind,

He had a pair of hip boots, pulled up to his behind,

He looked like a '"progger'" while opening his sack,

When he bent over his coat flew up, and exposed his crack.

He said, "I ain't got time to fool arcund with you boys,
Come on aboard, and get these toys,

I've got to get back acress this Bay,

Scmebody get me a crab cake, and I*ll be on my way!"

"I don't want to
"pamboozing" all
I*ve got to get
Before them

spend the rest of this night,
around this Bay,

back to my reindeer,
"suckers” run away!"

Then, laying a finger beside his nose. He said,
"I've got to get going, my nose is froze!"
He grabbed his Evinrude starter--rope,

Gave a big pull, and almost fell outta the boat.

Santa said, "Oh, I forgot to untie my bow,

Untie me bovys, I'm ready to go now!"

The watermen untied his boat, at last, he was free,
And then, Santa tock off and give 'er the speed.

He zipped past the jetty's, and on out into the Bay,
And gave a big Holler, and was heard to say,
"whoppers"

When I come to Smith Island next year, it'll be in a helicopter!

"MERRY CHRISTMAS TO ALL, HO HO HO!M




Clinging to Faith on Smith Island

From Three Pulpits, a Singie Pastor Unites Shrirnkip_g

Communities By Lyndsey Layton

Washington Post Staff Writer
Wednesday, December 25, 2002;

SMITH ISLAND, Md. -- The
Rev. Rick Edmund delivered his
Christmas message to the
congregants, then pushed open
the heavy door of the wooden
church and headed outside into
the salty breeze. He shook a few
hands but couldn't linger. One
down; two still to go. '

Smith Island, a speck in the |
middle of the Chesapeake Bay, |
has three Methodist churches but/gs
oue preacher. Following a l9ng Ronnie Corkin ferios the Rav. Richarg Edmund
tt‘adjﬁon of Methodist circuit Eetwaen the isiand churches. Tylerton can be .
ministers, Edmund travels from reched oniy &y boat

church to church to church, riding -

a boat and a golf cart to reach the

remote congregations, '

“It's a pretty awesome respousibility," said Edmund, who likes to drive
his white golf cart with the "Smile: Jesus Loves You" bumper sticker to
a point on the flat island. From there, he can see the lights of all three
villages when the sun sets. "I feel blessed to be here," he said.

Nearly everyone on the island is Methodist, having descended from
three original families: Tyler, Evans and Bradshaw, Many islanders
share a certain resemblance -- green or blue eyes, brown hair, smali
features set in round faces, They know each other's business and lives:
who fell down and hurt a leg, who's having trouble making payments on
a boat, whose daughter is moving off the island.

One out of five island residents lives below the poverty line. No one
holds a graduate or professional degree, and just 7 percent graduated
from college. Most men are watermen, rising at 4 a.m. to pull crabs from
the bay. The women pick crab meat and earn any extra money they can
by baking cakes or working the register at the grocery.

This week he urged the men and women, most of them over 50 with skin Although satellite dishes and the Intemet have helped connect Smith

leathered by sun and wind, to follow Mary's example and have faith in
God even in difficult circumstances. It's & message that resonates in

... winter, when the crabbing that pays the bills is suspended and islanders
bide their time until the work boats shove off again in spring.

But it has even greater meaning at this moment on this island, which is
really just a dozen sqhare miles of spongy marsh crisscrossed by
channels and creeks. Smith Island is fading away. -

"There not any children being horn, and the old people's dying off," said

Island to the rest of the world, the island is so remote - reached from the
mainland by a 45-minute boat ride across the 10 miles of choppy
Tangier Sound -- that natives maintain a distinct dialect that mixes a
Southern drawl with a British cockney accent. The word "brown," for
instance, sounds like "brine." .

Every Sunday, Edmund presides over the service at Ewell, _t.h_ex_:‘i;iﬂ}gr A
takes a scow provided by the church or hitches a fide in a workboat to
the next service in Tylerton, before climbing back-in the boar and ridir
to Rhodes Point for the final service. He gives the same sermon three

Lester Tyler, 72, who still works on the water, scraping for soft-shell Crabs. times.

At its height before World War 1, the island population hit 850. By the
2000 Census, that number slipped to 364. Overfishing, disease and_
government regulation have dimmed the crabbing and oyster industry,
while erosion and rising sea levels are eating away at the island and
turning firm ground to marsh.

Most young residents leave for jobs at the prison or the hospital or
schools on Maryland's Eastern Shore. Even older islanders are moving
away, abandoning houses and leaving cars to rust. The last remaining
school has 31 students; pre-kindergarten has just two children.

The pews grow emptier each year, but the churches continue to function

in the island's three villages -- Ewell, Rhodes Point and Tylerton. Since
the island was founded by English farmers in 1657, the Methodist
Church has been the focal point of comumnunity life.

With no local government, no bars, no movie theaters and little retail
beyond some small groceries, the churehes fill the void — even paying
the electric bills for the few street ligh®s on the island. Disputes are
resolved at meetings in the church basements. Pastor Rick, as the
islanders call Edmund, is the de facto mayor.

He rubs his hands with sanitizing lotion on each leg of his circuit, "Wi-
all the handshaking, it helps to keep me from getting sick," said

- Edmund, who lives in the gray parsonage next to the church in Ewell,

* the biggest village.

During the week, he'll drive his golf cart or 1974 Volkswagen Bug to
events at the Rhodes Point church or take his 14-foot scow, The
Methodist, to church events in Tylerton.

drnun’c{deli_ghts in knowing all his congregants, their life stories and
family histories. The Ohio native became a minister seven years ago,
after 20 years in the computer industry.

At 34, ke says the ministry answers his need to help people and serve
~ God. The work is magnified on Smith Island because he is immersed in
the lives of the congregants. "I could never be a minister of a big
congregation, where you're more like a chief executive,” Edmund said.
"_I'm more of a person-to-person type. Here, you're with folks afl the
time." .




The downside is his love life, he said. "It's not a good idea to date people
in the congregation,” said Edmund, who divorced 18 years age and is
resigned for now to living alone with his yellow Labrador, Maggie. "It
takes a special person to be a minister's wife here." :

The women on the island, during their annual ladies-only Christmas

party, spoofed Edmund's predicament by putting on a skit that featured
i For those who stay on Smith Island, faith is essential, said Ronnie

Pastor Rick on the Dating Game. "Poor man -- if he wanted to take
someone on a date, there's nowhere to take her, and if they went to the
mainland, everyone would know because they'd see them on the boat,"
said Sharon Bruce, who grills hamburgers and bakes frozen pizza at
Ruke's, the little store in Ewell, and also runs the island's only motel.

The three churches have always sharcd a minister, said Jennings Evans,
72, a retired waterman who acts as the local historian. Merging them has
never been discussed, partly because Tylerton is reachable only by boat
and it would be difficult for elderly residents to clamber in and out of

-- boats every time they go tochurch.——— —

And they go to church a lot -- not just on Sunday mornings but for
midweek meetings and Saturday night dinners cooked by the men that
feature Smith Island cake, a 12-tayer confection baked by the women.

Beyond convenience, each village wants its own church as physical
evidence of community.

“Most people give to the church whether they go or not,"” Evans said.

"Don't think they could face the fact that they don't have a church rising
above the town."

The smallest congregation is in Rhodes Point, connected by two miles of
paved road and bridge to the largest town, Ewell. Of the three villages,

* Rhodes Point is the most depressed. In the last few years, it lost its

restaurant and all its stores as well as its post office. Empty houses decay
along its only road, which runs parallel to its channel.

On the Sunday before Christmas, 12 people prayed inside the c_:huxch in
Rhodes Point. Outside, more than 100 are buried in its expa?ndmg )
cemetery. Most of the churchgoers were elderly women, widows with
hunched backs and graying hair. The pulpit, organ and front of the
church were flooded with red poinsettias donated by church members
honoring loved ones who have passed away.

1t would be logical to merge the Rhodes Point church with the Ewell
church, since they're so close together and connected by a paved road.
But the congregants at the smaller church cling to it like 2 lifeboat in the
bay.

*This is our community, and the people who built this church, they mean

alot to us," said Marlene Marsh, a 60-year-old widow who livesina

trailer a few doors down from the church. The church survives by
throwing a homecoming celebratiory in the fail, where it collect:s
thousands of dollars from people who once lived in Rhodes Point and
come back to visit. -

_E_

Since Edmund came to Smith Island a little over two years ago, he's
counted five births and 12 deaths. Against a backdrop of disintegration.
he tries to emphasize a message of new life and hope, especially at
Christmas, The minister hooked up a public address system to the Ewe!
church and is broadcasting Bing Crosby Christmas standards this week.
"White Christmas” can be heard throughout the village and its harbor.

Corbin, 45, the ruddy-faced son and grandson of watermen who droppc
out of school after eighth grade to work on the water. "Everybody has
faith in God, that he'll provide crabs and oysters that we depend on so
much. That's what's really holding Smith Island together now. The
faith."

Edmund wants a Somerset County grant to launch a pottery-making
business for island residents. He also dreams about erecting a boardwa
in the marshland between Ewell and Rhodes Point as a way to promote
ecotourism. First he’d have to clean up the open-air dump where
residents discard and burn their trash.

Smith Island and others in the Chesapeake Bay are losing land quickly.

~duae to rising sea levels along the Atlantic coast. A new study by

scientists at the U.S. Geological Survey predicts that Blackwater
Natiopal Wildlife Refuge on the Eastern Shore will be gone in 50 ven:
- earth converted to marsh.

Blackwater is roughly the same elevation and the same kind of land 2s
Smith Island; large tracts of Smith are already soggy and uniphabjtabl-
g '

The usual tenure of a minister on Smith Island is five vears. Edmund

. hopes to stay 10 years uniil his retirement, "I've got some projects to sc

through,” he said, standing on the dock in Ewell. "Hopefully, I won't b.

‘. the last minister here."

© 2002 The Washington Post Company
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