Fences

Whatever else it may evoke, the word fence is packed with associations. For somebody who’s “fenced-in”, entrapment is a central theme and obsessive preoccupation. There’s nothing else but the fence, and nothing more desirable than escaping from it. Yet for the householder, a fence represents comfort and even clarity. An essential value system is clearly stated by a goodly row of pickets, just as the notion of bedrock security is expressed by the great classical orders bankers have always used to show how solid an institution can be. 

No fence is created in a vacuum. There is the context of safety – or deterrence. It’s always a thrill to sneak over a fence because you’re not supposed to. Make your exit through the gate and you’re a solid citizen; jump over a stile in the backyard and you might as well not come back. A small backyard in the city represents luxurious privacy, narcotic isolation. A row of vegetables, a birdbath, a few lawn-chairs and you’re set. You don’t need the world anymore. You can perhaps hear it, but the imagination loves the hum of speeding traffic, a muffled conversation, meandering birdsong. You love the world more because you cannot see any of its details. Fences can provide intimacy as well as protection, and in crowded urban areas, they can make the difference between howling isolation and kind of provisional nature. Whenever I’ve had one, I’ve used it often and been mindful of the privilege. 

Fences are generally conservative in style – as gates are not. On gates, the florid and exuberant thrive; fences are made by artisans and not designers. Almost anybody can build them. They are, unlike a house, one-dimensional both in appearance and function. You drive something sturdy into the ground and it holds. On this you can hang a flimsier structure that’ll keep for a while. Nobody expects a fence to last forever. More people will go out and repair one before they’ll try going up on a roof, say. The results are more immediate and gratifying. Whatever you do with a roof, you can’t see it. Roofing is infamously difficult; you hang up there at a 45-degree slope or roast in an asphalt desert slopping away with brush or broom. And when it’s over, there’s no glory. Is that any way to live!

In sprite of what a fence may symbolize, many people cherish the fences they knew as children. My favorite fence was a soft battle-ground that both separated and antagonized. Gardens bloomed alongside of them – and often overcrowded them. Through tiny slats illicit activities could be observed. The sense of watching people who didn’t know they were being watched was – and continues to be – a source of irresistible fascination; I knew it for the first time when I was so very young. I had not learned to do anything for the result, only the experience. Older people make conditions, which is why they miss out on so much; they’re also choosier, which allows them to make up for the deficit. 

Fences where physical boundaries you alternatively accepted and dared to the extent of your…daring. They taught the virtues of contentment and limited the kind of territorial ambitions that seem to crop up more on the boundaries of things than in their midsections. It’s the border peoples who make war, not the ones well away from where all the lines are drawn, the water supply is lousy, and everybody’s dander is up. Kansas may join in later, but it’s New York that starts the trouble. 

I once fell from a fence I ascended by digging my feet into the rough, knothole-crazy boards; when I got to the top, I immediately lost my balance and did a back-flip I was too chicken to attempt in front of anybody. I would never do one again. This particular fence was the highest place I would go for ages. It is a thoroughly innocuous looking thing today, with its wobbly texture and perfect whitewash. I never rush to tell this particular story when I’m around it. 

Where I live, fences are often outward signs of an inward healthiness – or decay. People who buy into a block attend to their fences while longstanding residents seem more cavalier about them. (Should be the other way around, shouldn’t it?) There is a staggering variety of fence material and philosophy in this neighborhood where newcomers are often mistrusted – ever if the older residents are leery of almost everyone. The neighborhood came of age during the Taft Administration: a neighborhood of brick and cast-iron – of sturdy principle on a slack income. Its somewhat miniature scale is telling; it came of Pullman porters working overtime to create some of the first starter-homes in the nation. Sheetrock and aluminum are making short-work of these little houses on the inside, though the plain and durable exteriors have survived. They are handsome in the same way capable hands can be; they’ve earned their weathered look and are not posing. They are what they are. 

The cast-iron fences are half as high as they need to be, and generally enclose a small front yard into which passersby toss old newspapers, beer cans, and fast food containers. In the rough-cut grass, I’ve even found good paper money. None are particularly useful in the way you want a fence to be. But there is a certain lingering notion that these things are ornamental and shouldn’t be pressed into service the way a “real” fence should. So they stay. In most backyards, however, bets are off; here brass tacks are the rule and the preferred mode of construction is (to mix materials a little bit) chain-link. It is easy to climb, but has the virtue – as they say here in DC – of complete transparency. You can see what kind of dog is back there, as well as whatever you might have to go through to get to a door or window – if you’ve of that turn of mind. “Privacy” fences are a grade up, and are always made of treated wood sharpened to a defiant point; they’re not meant to do anything but keep people out. Yet they stand out in a way an exclamation mark stands out in sentence and have no charm whatsoever. They seem to express a kind of edgy new spirit coming into the neighborhood – from Home Depot, mostly.

Most fences in my neighborhood need a lot of maintenance and are hardly ever – unless brand-new – invincible-looking. They are, in fact, harbingers of the stern mortality that seeps more slowly into an old home. If they sprawl out behind a yard, with noticeable gaps and an enervated posture, you can bet that the house is a ticking time-bomb whose roof will suddenly cave in, or slouch just enough for whole rooms to buckle. There are fences here that hang on as tenuously as spider-webs, even as the houses in front of them manage to stand (or seem) tall. Where there are no fences, there is either a hang-out area where beer-drinkers congregate – or new construction, which will shortly fence itself in. I cannot, in fact, think of a single yard that single yard that lacks fencing now. A fence here is as indispensable as driveways were in my old suburban neighborhood: inevitable and necessary; good (if not true); all or nothing. 

Robert Frosts’ old line about good fences making good neighbors is so familiar it hardly bears mentioning. Its truth and irony, however, have endured. God knows what would happen if my neighbors could not have a little alfresco privacy, the opportunity to tend a small garden, or have a little harmless dumpsite going. Where I live, fences defuse tension as well as heighten security. But there are also unexpected pockets of wild nature – as in my own backyard – where a fine old catalpa grows in the margins between my little two-car garage and the concrete floor my neighbor has been trying to get rid of ever since I moved here. In the summer its great green leaves catch the sun and hold it there, flaming, amidst the shabby houses and the rat’s nests of telephone wires and it’s absolutely stunning. 

