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Cold Spell is for Lesley, Spencer, Hilary, Ariel, Jhonny, and Freya June. It’s our story. Thank you for sharing the journey. And gratitude to Stoney and Poppa, who found the little town at the end of the peninsula—and to so many inspiring English teachers, neighbors, colleagues, and former students. You’re all in here.









I would really rather feel bad in Maine than feel good anywhere else.


—E.B. White
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Many of these essays were originally published in Ellsworth American, Castine Patriot, Maine Public Radio , Maine Boats, Homes & Harbors, Bangor Daily News, Maine Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, Creativemainemag.com, Taproot, Christian Science Monitor, Wooden Boat, Northern Journeys, Portland Press Herald and, of course, the Adams School Weekly Newsletter.







A Note to the Reader


Once in everyone’s life there is apt to be a period when he is truly awake, instead of half asleep. I think of those first five years in Maine as the time when this happened to me… I was suddenly seeing, feeling, and listening as a child sees, feels, and listens. It was one of those rare interludes that can never be repeated, a time of enchantment. I am fortunate indeed to have had the chance to get some of it down on paper.


—E.B. White
One Man’s Meat




E.B. WHITE SPEAKS for me. Maine speaks to me too. In my case, the Maine enchantment began long before we lived here. It was an enchantment that we intuited would be here, and we had to give it a try.


We were living in Chicago, at the time, and wondered, What would we be like as small-town people? Was this our calling, to live in Castine, the small town at the end of a peninsula on Penobscot Bay where we had been spending summers since our kids were little? We needed to answer that question. It would be at least a one-year sabbatical from our metropolitan lives, or it would be… what? The rest of our lives? We’re still here. Have you lived here your whole life? Not yet, says the Maine wit.


We made the move. We had no jobs, only a house to land in, our three kids at vulnerable ages, but willing to try full-time life in the land of their summer vacations. What lucky fools. It turned into a family epoch of wonderful activity, professional and personal development, an unlimited source of writing inspiration, hard work and struggle, friendship and, yes, “enchantment.” The Maine we expected to find was here. Were we the people we expected to be? That’s still evolving. We are still detecting what Maine reveals about us, what Maine has done to us.


For me, around every corner there has been something new to write about. This collection is about rounding those corners with curiosity and surprise. It is a chronicle of seeing, listening, and feeling as never before; having new senses for a landscape and its denizens; understanding the interplay of resources, rights, and responsibilities in small-town relations; of the minutiae of the intertidal zones of the coast and its human communities. And it eventually included six years as principal of the Adams School in Castine, represented here by several essays from my weekly school newsletters. That experience alone made me a columnist.


I’m fond of citing the larger family arc behind these stories. My great-great-grandfather, Spencer Colby, descended from the early Holden, Colby, and Churchill family settlers of Moose River, Maine, the area on the Canada Road around Jackman. He was a farmer and blacksmith, fought in the Civil War in the 14th Maine Regiment (I have his Civil War correspondence), and then decided to go west to Michigan in a covered wagon with his wife Josephine Churchill and eight children. They were in search of better farmland—fewer rocks—no doubt. They had more children in Michigan, then kept going, to Marquette, Nebraska, where they are buried in Richland Cemetery. You can find them in this book.


Sometimes it feels like my life arc is a grand return to the Maine starting line. I do not earn my living by manual labor, but I am inspired in a romantic way by a few rural skills I’ve acquired in our rural Maine years. No, I am a scribbler. But I hope a few of the observations that I’ve hammered out will honor all the ancestors whose lives resonate in our migrations and pilgrimage back to the family headwaters. Here are my observations of the seasons, the critters, the neighbors, the land itself, the jobs and the community we joined that has made this such a rewarding place to call home. And, between the lines, a considerable amount of myself.


I thought long and hard about collecting these essays into sections. They were written over many years, one at a time, and there could be a rough chronological pattern in which they cohere. They could be gathered according to themes like The Village, The Harbor, The Forest, The Denizens. And Paul Manning. After a career as an engineer on oil tankers, Manning came home to work in recycling, town government, and scientific analysis of quotidian experience. He is in these pages. See Manning’s Frozen Confection Coefficient, small boat surveying, and clothesline thermodynamics. Manning has been a guide and inspiration for coping with the pleasures of life lived at the speed of intertidal ebb and flow and the afternoon creep of Elm shade.


Most people have an organic sense of seasonal themes in their own life. So be it. Let us follow the footsteps of life lived according to seasonal ebb and flow. And let us begin in winter.


My title, Cold Spell? The first essay has always been a favorite. And as I think about it, Mainers live in relation to cold, whatever the actual season. It is always winter or the anticipation of winter, or the memory of winter in this regard. Even the summer people on leave from warmer climes dip their toes in the icy anticipation current and try to imagine what a Maine winter must be like, as they paddle unfrozen water or enjoy a summer fire in the fireplace on a damp, foggy, August morning Down East. This is where winter goes for the summer. We are either preparing for it or recovering from it, and always talking about it. Summer, spring and fall are not independent seasons—they are respites or preparation for cold. Everything in Maine life is sequelae of cold. And it casts a spell. It is a source of pride and complaint, pleasure and pain, hibernation and exuberant embrace. It is always out there, watching and waiting for its chance to return. It is why summer is the shortest section of this book. Check your wood supply and pantry. Finish the canning. Clean the chimney. We are done with the cold when it says so—not before. Anticipation is all. Let’s start there.


—Todd R. Nelson






Winter
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Cold Spell

EVEN THE DOGS WON’T GO OUTSIDE. Gus, our big black retriever, will at least tentatively point his nose into the wind on the back porch and give a sniff, but little brown Ivy just turns tail and trots back to the sofa by the woodstove.

The thermometer says it is cold enough to require new language for cold. The television weather commentators are scrambling for new metaphors. The old figures of speech are too warm. We are in a metaphor inversion: it is burning cold.

It’s also time to complain about the roads, now that the cold is heaving the tarmac at the usual culverts, with a few new spots thrown in for good measure. The ride to work is a thirty-mile endurance test of front-end jouncing and obstacle alerts. It’s worse being a passenger. “Watch out!” I cry, as my daughter navigates the Western County road to school, and we brace and catch our breath for another hard bump to the undercarriage along this minefield.

Nonetheless, I love this arctic spell. The fir trees crackle, the walk to the car is crunchy underfoot, and puffs of powdery snow explode off the stone walls as they are gusted by rogue winds. I’ll stand out front by the firewood chopping block and suck in hard just to feel my nostrils clinch and the air singe my cheeks. The moon will be full tonight, and the cedars will do an eerie shadow dance on the alabaster fields at midnight. Back on the knoll, deep in the woods, two o’clock in the morning will feel like a Taj Mahal of cold, white, domed silence.

It used to get much, much colder here. There are men and women living on this peninsula in Penobscot Bay who remember when the saltwater froze over and you could drive a car from Castine to Belfast—seven miles across the ice, versus thirty-five miles via the Waldo County bridge. Now that must have been cold. This week’s slushy ice floe in Smith Cove, across from Eaton’s boatyard—even Kenny Eaton couldn’t remember ever having seen that—still pales by comparison.

The fact that the bay hasn’t frozen in a great-grandfather’s while is a bit troubling, considering the portents of global warming. To think that so much climatic change could have occurred within living memory! In Castine, cold used to be a business. Don Colson, the local newscaster, remembers when his father cut blocks of ice out of the town reservoirs and slid them down Main Street to the icehouse. That means we’re one generation away from original refrigeration.

In the age of sail, Castine ice went to the Caribbean, China, and India. Castine ice made the rajah’s sherbet. Castine exported the very concept of cold when it sent ice to the tropics. Cold was a valuable commodity, and we were blessed with an abundant, free supply.

We’ve gotten soft. Aside from the loss of an ice livelihood, we don’t have to struggle against the elements. We don’t break the ice on the well with an ax, or haul water to the horses. We don’t have to keep the kindling box full lest the cold get the better of us in the night—the furnace will kick in, after all—although I will need to haul a few more trees out of the woods tomorrow and replenish the log pile on the porch. That’s as close to free as a BTU can get.

Our cold spell has made a certain kind of harvest possible: lumber. I’ve waited for the ground to freeze this hard before driving my tractor over it to skid trees out to the field where I can cut them and split them for firewood. My field tires will make tracks in the snow, but by spring there will be little trace of this mechanized incursion. Robert Frost said, “In winter in the woods against the trees I go.” The depth of this frost in the ground allows me to tread lightly. If the tractor will start, that is.

And as hard and lifeless as it seems at the surface, I know that not too many inches below the snow things are moving. There is always a layer of activity down in the dark soil, below the frost. From their nests deep beneath my log piles, or among the tree roots, moles and mice surface to a seed stash—we see their tracks skittering across the leach field—the unwary potential prey of cats, hawks, foxes, or coyotes. And water still moves sideways through the earth, as our sump pump indicates when it whirs every so often to keep the foundation dry.

Skunks and owls are mating; the does browsing our cedars are slow and heavy with spring fawns and drag their hind legs in the deep drifts. Most significantly, catalogs arrive in the mail tantalizing us torpid gardeners with beefy tomatoes, strawberry plants, or monster pumpkins. And my mind turns to the lupine seeds I scattered about the field and clearings last fall. Without a hard freeze we won’t have new flowers! Yes, it’s good and cold, auguring robust purple flowers in July.








Having a Mind of Winter

THIRD-GRADER PHOEBE was moseying her way back into the schoolhouse at the end of recess. “I like to listen to the ground,” she said, coming through the door. “The ground tells you stories.”

Now that was an unusual excuse for eking out a few more minutes on the playground. But I knew what she meant. Perhaps it’s the austereness of sound in winter, or the fact that there are simply fewer things to hear, that heightens the rewards of paying attention with that particular sense. Then there is just the stark clarity of sound, and its absence, in our zero-degree weather. We are accustomed to the range of sounds emanating from up high—wind in branches, sleet on the windowpane, the occasional crack of frost in a fir tree—but Phoebe was listening down low. She had her ear to the ground. She was right: it does tell stories. Winter sounds different—that’s where the stories are.

Fifty years ago, I spent my third-grade free time on Mr. Hurley’s pond. It was the neighborhood rafting mud pond in summer and the skating rink for us kids on winter afternoons. But whenever the hockey game petered out due to cold or calls to “come for dinner,” or we tired of skating in circles to practice our left and right turns, we would slump down on the ice in our snow pants and crawl around, herding up like seals on an ice floe inspecting its air bubbles, fissures, and trapped sticks and plants—even the occasional frozen minnow. Eventually, we would cease moving and just lie there, listening, as the cold seeped through our insulating layers. There is nothing like listening to pond ice, on pond ice, as a seal. Such cold is dead calm.

At first, when you put your ear down to the frozen water, you hear only your own breathing and heartbeat. Then, as you relax and embrace the cold, the pond begins to speak. The ice telegraphs even minute skate-stomps and glissades from rim to rim, and the rare popping of the release of its own surface tension. Eventually, I swear, you can hear the sound of frogs sleeping. Or the summer story of a spring-fed childhood pond. You stop caring how wet your mittens are or how cold your toes are becoming. It’s worth it to be this still and to hear something this noiseless… to be in the soul, the “Epipsychidion,” of cold. Do not, however, succumb to the temptation to touch your tongue to the pond surface. Everyone knows how that ends.

John McPhee writes of once when, canoeing a Maine stream and hoping for a moose sighting, experiencing “the stillness of a moose intending to appear.” On Hurley’s pond, lo these many years ago, I knew the stillness of ice intending to melt. It is a sensation, felt not seen. But what have we but our senses to describe external conditions? When released, our inner senses—of memory, relaxation, of authentic blissful languor—take us to wholly other realms. It is an equilibrium we achieve, between being pulled forward or back, out or in, home or fifteen more minutes of tranquility unlike any other—like the pivotal moment between water freezing and unfreezing. It’s the moment we will await all spring—the ice jam of memory releases the logs for the river drive downstream to summer.

Then, after the ice does finally melt, the pond migrates back to liquefaction. We will enjoy another atmospheric phenomenon: holding your breath under water, resting mid-buoyancy, your heart beating in your ears, aching to inhale but holding out for a few final seconds to savor suspension from all sound and sense. On a hot summer day, we will squeeze the last farthing of oxygen from our bloodstream to linger among the amphibians, as an amphibian. Remember that fleeting serenity, just before the panic to inhale? It is the polar opposite of ice serenity, and yet a familiar sonic realm.

Wallace Stevens knew this deep inner listening. He wrote that, like the snowman, “one must have a mind of winter” to “[behold] nothing that is not there and the nothing that is.” Have a listen. Put your ear to the frozen ground, as Phoebe did. Let that “mind of winter” be in you. It’ll talk to you. It’s an old story—it’s your story. So, get ready. It’ll be here soon. The mind of summer will follow, all in good time. Hear it?








Embers

I PLAY A LITTLE GAME when I’m forced to abandon my warm bed on a late winter morning, the house still midnight-moonlight-cold. I tender a touch to the top of the woodstove checking for a vestige of heat, and then gingerly open the door, letting the draft subside. I’m hoping for an easy restart. We’re at the bottom of the nightly cooling cycle, and ready to revive the house. It’ll be the first of many times I minister to the fire in the coming day, stoking, stirring, and snugging the fresh logs. Fires love minding, and woodsmen love to give them attention. My fire needs me, and I need my fire… at least for a few more weeks.

Today there’s no hint of flame, but as I touch the iron stove top, I detect a faint persistence of heat. I plow the ashes and rattle the grate, rousting embers like I’m gleaning glowing spuds. If there is even a kernel of fire, there is a chance of today’s fire being the heir of yesterday’s, and yesterday’s the day before. If I can rekindle a blaze from this one little ember, I win and keep the succession alive. I fetch some cedar kindling and replenish the wood box.

According to legend, there are peat fires in Scottish crofts, “the old country” to our family, that have been continuously burning for generations, given just such care—a lineage of warmed hearth and happy kith and kin. The new day’s fire produces embers from which to kindle tomorrow’s fire, like mine. Not the end of this fire, it’s the beginning of the next one: coals as one fire’s moraine on which to scaffold sticks, then logs, then introduce the chimney draft which needs only a little heat to respire.

Yes! An ember endures. No match required. Flames rise to ignite the paper and twigs, then logs, and soon a roar of air mixes with fuel, an inhaling rush auguring warmth. Wood journeys ember-ward. I win, again. The house stirs. The dogs draw nigh. The flue murmurs in low octave like a pipe organ’s bass notes.

It’s like the proverbial sourdough starter—alchemy of bacteria meeting water and flour. It could survive earthquake, wind, and fire in San Francisco to deliver today’s famed bread. Though not literally the original ingredients, an attenuated heir imbues the modern starter with at least spiritual molecules. Each day it must be fed and cared for, extending the lineage of baguette and miche, pain de famille, or ciabatta. It was a traveling ember of leaven, something that could journey by covered wagon on rutted roads, and from San Francisco goldminers and their unique bacteria (L. sanfranciscensis) to raising up a new metropolis of boutique bread. But sour dough is older than that—perhaps the Ur leaven, from the Middle East, first cousin of brewing and ember of any day’s bread, or beer.
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