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BALTIMORE — Tracy Turn-
blad is a big girl with big hair and
a big love for her hometown.

She gets top billing in the new
movie “Hairspray,” but the city of
Baltimore is also a star.

“Good morning, Baltimore. Ev-
ery day’s like an open door,” sings
Tracy (played by Nikki Blonsky).

But Tracy’s 1962 version of Bal-
timore is different from the lively
Inner Harbor attractions and
Camden Yards ballpark, the main
tourist draws today.

Tracy lives in the blue collar
Highlandtown neighborhood,
where positive attitude gets her
through the day. The film is as
much about integration as dance
contests and beehive hairdos.

The story debuted in director
John Waters’s original “Hairspray”
movie in 1988. Waters, who also
directed “Pink Flamingos” and
other cult classics, has filmed ma-
ny of his movies in his native Balti-
more.

Producers of the new “Hair-
spray” decided to film in Toronto
— a decision based mostly on the
fact that the Canadian city boasts
soundstage facilities superior to
Baltimore’s.

But capturing the ambience of
Baltimore in 1962 was Kkey, said
production designer David Grop-
man. Before creating the sets for
“Hairspray” he toured the High-
landtown neighborhood of East
Baltimore where Waters filmed
the original movie.

The neighborhood is in a 1960s
time warp with the row houses lit-
tle changed from that time. Many
are still covered in Formstone,
fake stone that was put over brick
to give it a fresh look — much like
aluminum siding was put over
wood. It’s a distinctive local archi-
tectural detail.
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Claire O’Brien, a hostess at Cafe Hon on West 36th Street, folds souvenir T-shirts as Elvis stands frozen mid-strum.

The house where Tracy lives
with Edna, her laundress mom
(John Travolta in drag), and Wil-
bur, her joke shop-owner dad
(Christopher Walken) has the fake
stone look in the movie. An area of
East Baltimore Street at North
East Street was re-created in To-
ronto, where the production team
converted some 60 modern-day

buildings into Baltimore circa
1962.

Gropman said the streets were
given such a Baltimore look, “I
don’t think people would know
the difference.”

The three-block area is the set-
ting in the movie for the big pro-
duction numbers “Good Morning
Baltimore” and “Welcome to the

Sixties.” Waters appears in the
“Good Morning Baltimore” scene
in a cameo role as a neighborhood
flasher.

While the movie is not exactly a
travelogue, Gropman said the clos-
est people can come to a “Hair-
spray” ambience is taking a stroll
around Highlandtown. “If they
like what they see in the movie

they should definitely go to Balti-
more,” he said.

There were plenty of beehives
on display in Highlandtown in the
late 1950s and early ’60s, but not
these days. For beehives, head to
the kitschy Hampden neighbor-
hood, where Waters filmed the
1998 movie “Pecker.”

West 36th Street is known as
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Cafe Hon’s menu features a
“Bawlmer-eeze” primer.

“The Avenue” and is home to Cafe
Hon, with a giant pink flamingo
on its facade and a late 1950s am-
bience inside, complete with a life-
size Elvis statue at the entrance.
The waitresses don’t always wear
beehives but they do call custom-
ers “Hon,” and the place serves
comfort food including creamed
chipped beef on white toast
($7.95) and cherry pie made with
sour cherries ($4.95) at Formica
tables, with the added benefit of
bar service.

The menu features beehive
hairdo photos and a “Bawlmer-
eeze” primer — for car say “kooer,”
for America say “Murca.” Travolta
bravely tackles the accent in the
movie.

The gift shop at Cafe Hon is the
place to stock up on beehive wigs,
cat’s eye sunglasses, and feather
boas.

The hairdos are best on display
at the Honfest, which this year, its
12th, attracted 30,000 revelers.
Held on 36th Street, the festival
features music and food and such
activities as the crowning of Balti-
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Centuries of chilled shrimpers netting sweet treats
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on this day, the antique, monu-
mental abbey comes and goes like
a ghost behind the rain and fog.

“There are huge tides here —
it’s like the Bay of Fundy in Cana-
da,” says Dugue. “The bay is like a
nursery for the organisms that live
init”

Indeed, the tide rushes so far in
and out of the bay that from the
same spot near shore, you can
have miles of water at your feet at
high tide and, when it ebbs, see
nothing but a vast mudflat.

“During World War II, I lived
here in Cherrueix with my grand-
father and he went shrimping ev-
ery day. I was little, but I'd go with
him,” Dugue says. “Later, when I
was 12 or 13 in Saint-Malo, I'd
shrimp by myself then sell it to res-
taurants to earn pocket money.”

“I lived all over the place,” he
says, reflecting on his life, “but as
soon as I came back to France, I'd
go back out on the bay.”

On inclement days like this
one, it also helps if your system is
fortified by some of Héléne Bus-
son’s strong coffee and Calvados,
the French apple brandy that can
peel layers of paint from the unini-
tiated. Busson is an old family
friend of Dugue and his parents,
and each shrimping outing begins
at her home here. The “calva” Bus-
son serves was made some 20
years ago by her now-deceased
husband. “I don’t even tell my son
where I keep this,” she says, leav-
ing enough margin to keep me
wondering if she’s kidding.

Despite being well on in years,
Busson is still up on new shrimp-
ing rules, keeps a tide chart within
arm’s reach, and makes a mean
cup of coffee.

“Hélene’s husband would work
the fields all day, but to make a lit-
tle more money, he would run out
to the flats and catch some shrimp
when the tide rolled out,” says
Dugue. “He’d run back to work the
fields and Héléne would bicycle in-
to the countryside to sell them.
They did it twice a day. I have no
idea how.”

On the flat, Ethan Arutunian,
an old friend and my partner in
shrimping, wades out knee-deep,
drops the front end of the large X-
shaped net called a “dranet” into
the water, and begins pushing it
along with his hips. After five min-
utes, he lifts it and gives a funny
yelp that’s half “woohoo!” and half
“eek!” A tiny, bubble-gum-pink sea
ray, some fist-sized jellyfish, tiny
flatfish, and a few hunks of sea-
weed flop from the top of the net
to the bottom, but in a squiggling
mass underneath it all are the
shrimp — lots of them.

It’s going to be a good day.
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Ethan Arutunian, using a net called a dranet, fishes for shrimp in the Bay of Mont-Saint-Michel
in Brittany. In his house in Cherrueix dating to 1655, René Bazin makes and repairs the nets.

Arutunian flips the ray and jel-
lyfish back into the water with a
nonchalance that shows his expe-
rience and I scoop everything else
into a hand net, putting the larger
shrimp and others known as “bou-
quets” into a wicker basket, toss-
ing what'’s left back into the sea.

‘We switch jobs and it’s surpris-
ingly simple to figure out. It takes
a moment to get the net at the
right angle, learn how to push it
with your hips and use your arms
to steer, but there’s a Zen feeling to
it and something special about the
moment when you lift the net
(with your back to the wind unless
you want a face full of little crit-
ters). You not only see what you’ve
caught, but know that you will
provide for your family and
friends.

You might even forget the cold
and the rain.

While Dugue is the old salt of
the group, Coudray is the one who
keeps the tradition a living one.
Once the shrimping is done and
he has been back home in nearby
Saint-Malo long enough for every-
one to ooh and ahh over the catch,
he lights a flame under a pot of
water and takes a moment to re-
flect.

“Shrimping is a connection be-
tween the land, the sea, and the
people who lived here and earned
their living from it,” Coudray says.

But why make scooping tiny
shrimp from muddy water in
crummy weather your favorite
pastime?

“I'm a sea person, I love every-
thing that is in or on the water,” he
says. Plus, Coudray reminds me
that on this day, his best friend,

another good buddy, his grand-
daughter and her boyfriend, his
son-in-law, and I were out there
with him, company he seemed to
enjoy.

Coudray puts the shrimp into
the salted water, returns it to a
boil, and lets it go for just another
minute. As he pours the shrimp
into a strainer, a batch of the
youngest of his 21 grandchildren
starts clustering around his knees,
waiting for him to make tiny open-
faced sandwiches of fresh ba-
guette, local butter, and the sweet,
peeled shrimp.

“If I tell people about it and
they sound interested, I say ‘Come
with!” ”

Even his granddaughter’s suit-
or?

“I love it,” Coudray repeats.
“She comes along and he gets to
explore and learn.”

It doesn’t always work. “Some
of my kids come out once and
that’s all,” he says with a shrug.
“Others want to come all the time.”

Sometimes, the tradition finds
the people. “My father and grand-
father made their livings doing
this,” says René Bazin, who has
made the shrimping nets since he
retired 20 years ago. Now, he’s the
only one in the region who makes
and repairs the traditional nets.

Working from a 1655 Breton
home with a thatched roof, Bazin
needs about three days to make a
net he’ll sell for about $190.

“You need to be retired to do
this,” he jokes, watching me calcu-
late his low wages in my head.

Bazin’s hips and knees may be
giving out on him, but he is glad to
have assumed his role. “Every
home around here has the nets in-
side and the homes are always
passed down from the parents to
the children,” he says, “They stay
in the family.”

Back with Coudray’s family in
Saint-Malo, his wife, Marie-André,
understands why her husband
keeps the tradition going.

“It’s like in a story when the

If yougo ...

What to do

Maison de la Baie du Mont-
Saint-Michel

Port Le Vivier/Cherrueix

35960 Le-Vivier-Sur-Mer
011-33-2-99-48-84-38 (English
spoken)

maison-baie.com (French only)

The Maison de la Baie du Mont-
Saint-Michel-Mytiliculture et Décou-
verte offers one- and two-hour
tractor tours surrounding the area
where Coudray and Dugue go
shrimping. Multithemed and child-
friendly walking tours run 4-7 hours.
Boots or old shoes are highly ad-
vised. Two-hour tractor tours: adults
$16, children under age 12 $9,
accompanied children under 6 free.
Reservations only. Call ahead.

René Bazin

54 Rue du Rageul

35120 Cherrueix
011-33-2-99-48-92-22

The beautiful 1655 Breton home
and studio where René Bazin makes
and repairs the shrimping nets called
dranets is worth a visit. If you're
lucky, Bazin might even loan you a
net so you can try shrimping. Other-
wise, nets cost around $192.
Where to stay

Hotel Beaufort

25 Chaussée du Sillon

35400 Saint-Malo
011-33-2-99-40-99-99
hotel-beaufort.com/index_en.html
They cost more, but the view from
the rooms overlooking the sea are
worth it in this simple, well-located
hotel outside Saint-Malo’s city walls.
Rooms $103-$199 off-season,
$185-$281 high season.

Manoir du Cunningham

9 Place Monseigneur Duchesne
35400 Saint-Malo
011-33-2-99-21-33-33
hotel-manoir-cunningham-gb.htm

A small hotel in a beautiful 17th-
century building. Rooms $178-
$233 in winter, $205-$260 in
summer.

Where to eat, drink...
Galettes de Saint-Malo

6 Place de la Roulais

35400 Saint-Malo
011-33-2-99-19-72-84
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galettesdesaintmalo@wanadoo.fr
Known to locals as La Roulais for the
square it is on, this is the place to
have a savory Breton buckwheat
crepe known as a “galette.” Lunch
special with a savory galette du jour
and a sweet crepe $15.

Farmers’ markets of Saint-Malo
Get “les grises,” which can be found
precooked at the city's roving food
markets, along with a fresh ba-
guette and salty Breton butter, to
put together a sandwich that high-
lights the tiny shrimp’s sweet flavor.
Open every morning except Sunday
8 a.m.-1 p.m. Market locations can
be found at ville-saint-malo.fr/vivre/
en/the-markets.htm.

L’Aviso

12 Rue du Point du Jour

35400 Saint-Malo
011-33-2-99-40-99-08

Over 300 bottled beers and 11 on
tap, and simple and tasty open-
faced sandwiches called “tartines”
can be ordered with sausage, paté,
or cheese. Daily 5 p.m.-3 a.m.
Half-pint of beer $4.80, tartines
$8.

. . . and down some oysters
Though the main drag in the town of
Cancale (known as French oyster
mecca) can be too touristy for its
own good, a cluster of open-air
stands at the end of the Quai Gam-
betta makes it worth a trip.Prices
vary by season, variety, and size,
but expect to pay between $7.50
and $20 for a dozen.

grandfather brings home the food
for the family and everyone gets
excited to see him when he ar-
rives,” she says.

“It’s like a cure for him. He
comes back exhausted but lighter.
Now he brings his grandchildren
— Anne-Claire brought her boy-
friend today. It was a way for her
to show him who her family is. She

was proud.”

Marie-André breathes, reflects,
grins, and concludes: “This is
what he’s passing on to his grand-
children — this ability to share.”

Joe Ray, a former cook, is a free-
lance journalist and photographer
based in Paris. He can be reached
through his website, joe-ray.com.



