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What Hank Said 

by R.D. Nichols 

 

 

His shop opened each day at 8:00 a.m. By 8:30 a.m., he was already situated at 

the large glass window looking out across King Street. If the weather was particularly 

sunny, he would be standing outside, in front of his shop window by 8:30. 8:30 was, 

incidentally, the time when the antique store across the street opened for business. Every 

morning at 8:30, the plastic-coated placard on the door was flipped from “closed” to 

“open” and the functional, but tolerably tasteful, security window covers were raised. 

And every morning, his eyes strained until he saw the sight that made him feel alive. And 

each day when he saw her, he began to live. 

His name was Elijah, and he had been at King Pipe & Tobacco for as long as he 

could remember. And for nearly as long as he could remember, he had been not been 

called Elijah, but “Kuh-Lijah” or something like that. It started many years ago when 

some Yankee tourist had seen him standing there under the awning that read “King Pipe 
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& Tobacco.” The tourist glanced down at his name 

tag, which plainly read, “Elijah,” and was fascinated 

that he had such a name. (Yankees must not 

encounter many Native Americans up north, and must 

assume that every “Injun” must be named Running 

Bear, or Sitting Bull, or Dancing Dog.) “Well, this 

must be the King, Michael. Doesn’t he look stately 

and royal and noble?” the stupid Yankee said, as if 

Elijah weren’t even there. He was there – yet they 

spoke about him, not to him. Whenever this 

happened, which was more often than you might 

think, Elijah just looked straight ahead and ignored 

them, his gaze fixed on the store across the street. 

“Well, King Elijah, may we enter your store – with 

your highness’s permission?” Elijah did not 

respond at all as they walked past him into the 

shop. Normally, such an event would have passed 

as just another of many indignities Elijah faced. 

(For example, as recently as 1989, a Canadian 

tourist had actually offered to BUY Elijah! And 

they called the red man “savage?”) Yes, normally, 

it would have been forgotten, but the shop owner 

and a vendor, overheard the Yankee’s comments 

and liked the sound of “King Elijah.” And so 

everyday for a while, he was addressed as “King 

Elijah.” Until, that is, the lazy speech of the sons of 

the south morphed his name into “K’elijah.” It then 

became “Kaw-Lijah” at the loud and expressive 

Gullah-tipped tongue of Joe, the elderly black 

stockman who had been there nearly as long as 

Elijah himself.  
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So, he had become “Kaw-Lijah”. But what’s in a name? A man is more than what 

people call him. Kaw-Lijah, or Injun, 

or Redman, or savage, it mattered little 

to him. He knew that he was made of 

stronger stuff than the opinions of 

others. He was not the Native 

American normally depicted on TV. 

He was not from the Comanche or Apache or Navajo. He was from the Pee Dee. (In 

South Carolina, “Pee Dee” names a tribe, a river and an entire region of the state’s “low-

country.”) Many years ago, he left the Pee 

Dee region, (where the Pee Dee people once 

made their home,) and traveled down the Pee 

Dee River to the coast, making his way to 

Charleston, the capital of the white man’s 

world in the Carolinas. It was in Charleston 

he was “shaped” into the Kaw-Lijah that he 

was to become.  

This shaping took place first in the 

cacophonous din and controlled chaos of the 

sawmill, and then in the determined and 

deliberate environment of an industrious 

wood-worker’s shop. He couldn’t really 

remember how long it was before he landed 

an “easy job” here in the quaint shops of the 

historic city. This arduous process of 

“shaping” left him with the scars of tools and 

stains of sweat and blood, but it had made 

him into Kaw-Lijah. It had made him solid, strong, stoic, proud. He knew what he was 

made of, so it didn’t really matter what they called him. But one thing mattered: her. 

She mattered. And this is where the “blessing” of his strong, stoic nature had 

become a curse. He saw her everyday and saw in her something like himself, yet very 
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different. She appeared to be Pee Dee 

like he was, or maybe Catawba or 

Waccamaw. But whereas he was a 

rough slab of strength, she was an 

object of delicate workmanship, 

beautiful and polished with finely 

sculpted cheeks and brow. And her 

brow was shaped in the form of hope 

and expectation, whereas his was 

furrowed in the shape of weariness and 

wariness. But it was obvious to him 

that they were both somehow 

disconnected from the world that daily 

flowed by them in the busy river of human activity that was King Street. It was also 

obvious to him that they were connected to each other in some way. He felt it every 

morning when he saw her across King Street. She was like the rising sun to him. He felt 

that maybe they were connected in the same way the earth depends on the sun for warmth 

and light. He had always believed the saying of his fathers that “the sun also needs the 

cold earth to soak up its warmth and to give it purpose for shining.” “Perhaps this is how 

she is connected to me,” he 

thought. And so, he kept watch at 

the window every day, providing 

her with a purpose to shine, but he 

wanted more. He wanted to be 

closer than this. And this is where 

his very constitution was the 

problem. 
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Because of who he was, and what he was, he perceived the short span across King 

Street between the tobacco store and the antiques store to be a yawning, impassible 

chasm.  He had seen tourists make the walk hundreds of times from here to there and 

there to here, with such little effort as to be insignificant for either elderly women or 

toddling children. The distance did not intimidate the harried parents, even with their 

candy-munching kids in tow. (The candy-munching kids seemed determined to cross the 

street to follow the same mission as hundreds of their comrades who came before them: 

to rub their sticky hands on his legs as they walked by.)  He wanted to be where she was, 

but that short walk, so easy for others, was impossible for him.  

And so he stayed at his 

post. It wasn’t what he wanted. It 

wasn’t what he needed. It was 

what he was – strong and 

immoveable, but unable to make 

a move of his own.  
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He was at the window on the crisp October morning when the owner broke the 

news to all the help. The shop was closing. The owner explained that he was due for that 

retirement he had been saving for, and that unless he went ahead and took the leap, he’d 

be too old to fish. He explained that neither of his two sons had any interest in taking 

over the business; they both had families and businesses of their own – one in Columbia, 

and one in Charlotte. He went on to explain that an agent had made him an offer he 

couldn’t refuse. By January, an upscale spa franchise would open on the spot where the 

King Pipe & Tobacco Shop had stood for so many decades. 

Among the employees, there was some grumbling, some “I 

figgered it was about time”s and some musings about 

where new jobs would be found, but Kaw-Lijah said 

nothing. As was his nature, he took it without emotion, as a 

matter of course. So he was losing his “easy job.” It didn’t 

really matter to him. Then it struck him. Maybe the job 

didn’t matter, but something did. She mattered.   
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Not only was he 

losing his “easy job,” but 

he was losing her, or at 

least what he had of her 

from his side of King 

Street. When the shop 

closed, he would no 

longer be there to watch 

her when the window covers were raised each morning. He would not be there to watch 

the way the late afternoon sun fell across her face. He would not be there to watch the 

tourists gaze through the antique shop window to admire her. He had been knocked down 

by men before. He had been cut with a chainsaw. He had been carved with a knife. He 

had been tied up and thrown into the back of a truck. But none of those things hurt like 

this. And yet, he could do nothing about the pain, or about the situation that caused his 

pain. He just stood there, as he always did. Strong, stoic, hard, unmoving.  

It was mid-November 

when the shop closed its 

doors for good. Kaw-Lijah 

was standing outside when 

the owner turned the keys to 

deadbolt the doors for the last 

time. The owner put his hand 

on Kaw-Lijah’s shoulder and 

said, with what sounded like 

a little catch in his voice, 

“Sorry, Kaw-Lijah. I know 

you’ve been here forever but 

you’re gonna have to move 

on to a new place. I’d take 

you with me if I could, but 

I’m retiring and moving into 
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a little place in Deltona and I just don’t 

have a spot for you. I’m gonna miss you, 

old man.” The owner already knew that 

Kaw-Lijah would not move from the 

spot, so he had two men come to 

physically remove him from the 

property. It may have seemed surprising 

to some, but Kaw-Lijah was not 

indignant at his treatment. He knew it 

was the only way. Without resentment or 

resistance, he let the men take him away. 

What did it matter anyway? If he had to 

leave her, what did anything matter? The only connection he had ever felt – and it would 

never amount to anything.  

The two men carried him across King Street. He was surprised how easy he made 

this heretofore-impossible journey. He was there, on 

the other side of King, and the world didn’t end, and he 

didn’t burst into flames. When the men pulled him onto 

the sidewalk, he found himself gazing into the antiques 

store window right into the eyes he had only seen from 

afar. From across the street, he had an inkling of how 

beautiful those eyes must be – but his imagination was 

only a shadow of the real thing. He was face to face 

with her. He never expected to be so close. He was 

speechless. He half-perceived that the men were 

speaking with the owner of the antiques store, but he 

could do nothing but stare. Some actions that might be 

considered rude are made acceptable on account of  

genuine adoration. This was one such case. But this 

moment of rapture ended as quickly as it had come on 

him when the men turned him away from the window 
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and pulled him backwards.  

The men pulled Kaw-Lijah into the antiques store at 177 King Street in 

Charleston, South Carolina on November 17 and placed him beside the finely carved 

“Indian Princess” statue. The antiques storeowner gave them a tip, and then turned with 

glowing pride toward his new acquisition. The tobacconist and the antique dealer had 

made an agreement years ago that whoever closed shop first would leave the other his 

“Wooden Indian.” The storekeepers had discovered 

that, although different artists had carved the two 

figures, they both came through the same sawmill in 

Georgetown in the 

same year, and were 

most likely cut from 

the same tree.i  

Strong, silent, 

stoic, and stern, Kaw-

Lijah still keeps 

watch across King 

Street, surveying the 

traffic in front of the 

new spa. But now he 

stands beside her. He 

has found his 

connection. He never 

leaves her side. He 

never says a word. 

He just stands there. 
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i Until the end of the 18th-century, the American Chestnut accounted for one-quarter of the hardwood forest 
in the eastern USA. These trees grew to heights of over 35 feet, providing shade, fuel and lumber for the 
residents of the Carolina Low Country. For ages, Pee Dee children had climbed into, ran around, hid 
behind, and rested beneath the shades of the American Chestnut, as did the boys and girls of the 
Waccamaw, the Edisto, the Cheraw, and the Catawba. In 1904, Chestnut blight was discovered in the 
Bronx Zoological Park in New York City. Within 50 years, 80% of the chestnut trees in the eastern United 
States were dead. The rest were dying. The death of the Pee Dee and Catawba communities had begun 
many years earlier. By 1808, both the Pee Dee and Cape Fear Tribes were represented by one woman. By 
the time the King Pipe and Tobacco Shop opened in 1950, both the American Chestnut and the Pee Dee 
people had, for all intent, disappeared. That year, near the fork of the Great Pee Dee and the Little Pee Dee 
rivers, a healthy American Chestnut was found. It was cut immediately to save it from the certain death of 
chestnut blight. The trimmed trunk was well over 12 feet and the wood was sold, in equal parts, to two 
wood carvers, both of Native American descent. The last known carvings produced from the American 
Chestnut are a Tobacco Store Indian and an Indian Princess, both located at 177 King Street in Charleston. 
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