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A Note to the Reader





  THESE ARE THE ESSAYS I WRITE after I look out the window and see something in a new way, in a new light, like the pasture gate of the first essay. Or when I take a walk down the road and discover something that wasn’t there the day before, or perhaps a new thought about the “same old, same old.” Or as I daily revisit all my eras and locations, living in a kind of simultaneity with past experiences, cohort, and influences. Boundaries blur. I am an education writer, a rural writer, a local writer, a transcendental writer like Thoreau, and a writer who stumbles upon a good opening line and allows it to unfurl and lead me on. Some days I scribble down an idea in my little pocket notebook. Other days an opening line will spring to mind as I walk, hastening me home to type it out. The rest of the day will be spent taking dictation from the imagination and word associations it precipitates.




  A good Thoreauvian never leaves the house without that pencil and paper. I credit several practitioners from my past—E.B. White, John McPhee; Robert Walker, my high school English teacher; various transcendental poets; and Gramma Stone of “Thrush Hour” and Bradford Woods—who instilled the need to examine things, to listen to one’s surroundings, and then to say something. Writing is often this second look, or “taking a line for a walk,” as Paul Klee said about drawing. Or it is the gate through which I pass following each opening sentence.




  It’s in the writing process that I often find out what I truly think about something, or find a further line of thought or feeling than I knew was there; a fresh path. What do bears think while hibernating; the mouse living in my woodpile; hummingbirds while away for the winter? What are the memories of a person, place, or thing suggested by a stone wall, the mermaid atop the Christmas tree, my favorite pencil, my typewriters, my bicycles, knives, sweaters; my music memories and devotions; the meaning of a scene recorded in an old family photo—quite an array of investigations.




  Yes, many of these essays are rooted in locale. I have been a writer in all our previous settlement locales—Boston, London, Scotland, San Francisco, Chicago, Philadelphia, Maine—and in all my prior school communities, any elementary school being an inexhaustible source of writing topics. That exploration—a “Magellanic voyage”—awaits another book, as does the full family arc. This book is derivative of my days when there are no other exigencies beside putting words on paper. This is my writing practice, as opposed to my educator practice. I suppose, however, it’s all fashioned of the same cloth, the same tartan warp and weft. It’s in the land between the rivers—see final essay.




  I pondered how best to sort or sequence these essays for a reader. There’s an attraction to thematic sections or chronology. That would be an artificial coherence, a “foolish consistency.” So, I’ve come up with a blend: a rotation through themes without formal sections. I’ve organized for a serial topic cadence: taking a line for a walk, observation, family history, my story, reports of nature, music, poetry and sacred objects. They could be further parsed as swinging between inner and outer observations, mirth and metaphysical ideas, and past and present. Now I’m getting foolish. You decide. There’s no right order; no sequence of composition. Does “Writing Is a Bear” qualify as a report of nature, or is it observation? Frankly, it’s all “taking a line for a walk.” And informed by my spirit animal. These are the pieces of writing that I like, that taught me something, perhaps about writing itself, or ushered me into a new perspective. Some of the contents were published as monthly columns. When reassembled here, they are untethered from the calendar or periodical pages. They simply come from the heart. I’ll call it the John McPhee rotation.




  I am the owl, the bear, the deer—curious, observant, attuned to the sounds of the forest, or the incomer, the guy with the stroller, binoculars, and smartphone; the walker of the morning road. And we all have a heartbeat that we listen to as well. Don’t forget the fantasy beasts—unicorn and heffalump, and the wily raccoon in the lifeguard chair. They too inhabit my woods and offer a line to take for a walk. Eight generations of family are also onlookers. Past teachers too. I am fond of the memory of an N. Scott Momaday poetry reading long ago. He began by telling the audience, “I am a bear.” He meant it. He looked it. Then he read “The Great Fillmore Street Buffalo Drive.” I adopted my spirit animal that day and have pondered that poem many times. And now I live among real bears . . . and a forest of poets.




  I will admit, that the first and last essays for this collection are purposefully chosen and placed. There’s a story between them. Enter through the actual gate that stands down my road a ways; exit through the palimpsest lands of memory, the land between the rivers—all topics which arrive like the bear of one of these essays. I am a bear. I mean it.




  —Todd R. Nelson
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    Illustration by Ariel Rose Nelson




  Many of these essays first appeared in the Christian Science Monitor, Bangor Metro, The Bangor Daily News, The Ellsworth American, Maine Public Radio, Philadelphia Inquirer, The Grand Island Independent, Taproot, Portland Press Herald, Penobscot Bay Press, and The Adams School Parent Newsletter.








  
The Gate





  I’M HAVING A CONVERSATION with an old pasture gate.




  It’s become my custom to take a walk down our dirt road each morning, before the sun gets too high, on all but the most inhospitable weather days. The dogs, Betty and Lola, badger me until I put on my socks and shoes and select a hat, then we’re off. They have their points of olfactory interest all along the verge of the road—checking on the night’s wild things, and the messages left by the other neighborhood dogs—and I enjoy inspecting the fields of the old salt water farms, being kept open by annual mowing.




  Though the farm fields are intact, their cow, horse, or sheep occupants are long gone. Some land is committed to a conservation trust. There are a few barns remaining where they must have sheltered. My front field is the remainder of Kendall Ellis’s cow pasture. He was the last farmer. The barn has been converted to a human dwelling. The surrounding fields are kept open. The forest, no doubt, wants them back, alder and poplar leering at the open ground, awaiting their chance at restoring their wooded glory days. One neighbor hasn’t mowed their field in a few years and the re-invasion is obvious. Most of New England is like that.


  

  There are a few old family cemeteries along the road full of familiar local names. They’ve been invaded by the trees and the headstones naming the old farm families are toppled or askew. The most recent additions were made in the 1940s. No one living on the road now bears these names, though our road does.




  Toward the end of my stroll, a couple of gates greet me like stoic sentinels of access to the old pastures, a couple of old farming implements rusting within—a manure spreader, harrow, and hay baler. There are bluebird houses on fence posts and an island of milkweed carefully isolated by mowing—interspecies gestures of care. A few years back, there were still sheep grazing. I miss them. The fields need ruminants. So, when I see the gates each day, I provide the rumination. Would the sheep have considered themselves fenced in? Would I be fenced out to them?




  The white wooden gate and fence posts are my standard against which to measure the day’s weather: cloud cover, fog, sunshine or gloom, the gates stand stolidly open, attendant, a color scale. Like Frost’s mending wall, they start my daily conversation with the bird calls I’m learning to identify, and the shy does and fawns that seem to hide and wait for my arrival. Often, in early summer, there were newborns nesting in the tall grass or lupines nearby. Today the Gray Catbird performed its aria; last week, the Bobolink. I might even hear a distant loon out on the river at the bottom of the field. And for how many generations have these birds nested at this very spot? Did the catbird of 1870 sing the same song as today’s?




  My little dog must think it weird to stop without any other dwellings near and snap a daily photo for the rest of our far-flung family to check in on the Maine coastal forecast. Today’s caption: “Glorious, again,” as I looked down the pasture to the oakrimmed river beyond. Other days it could be “cloud cover like the British Isles,” or simply “dreich.” “There is no bad weather, only inappropriate clothing,” as the Scottish adage goes—always suitable for dreich.




  It is my neighbor’s gate; his land posted. Hunters are not welcome, and I trespass only with my attention-hunting footprints. There is a back path from my house to an interior field, which I sometimes follow to enjoy the forest solitude—just me and the hermit thrushes, or an occasional startled deer when I manage to approach downwind and our trails intersect. The forest buffers the old cow pasture and the back hayfield. This summer there might be two mowings.




  I return to the gate. It is a portal to the past use of the land, through which I imagine a farmer trudging through with a scythe, or a son or daughter herding the cows back to the barn for another milking. Despite the new, modern houses on the road, we still inhabit this former, antique landscape, if not its former use. And a portal to imagination. It is a graphic invitation for sketching or print making and might show up in an illustration by my daughter, the recipient of my daily photos . . . herding images and sketches through the gates—and a last sentence, before I turn and head for home.











  
Flight Aware





  I HEAR SONGBIRDS. But which ones? Overhead, jetliners streak to and from Europe. From which countries? Going to which cities? Both flights are reconnoitering on my smartphone as I walk my country road. My two favorite apps hear the birds and “see” airplanes and will answer my questions, identifying both—much better than the myriad apps that just beguile me with mindless scrolling through a parallel, frivolous virtual universe. I prefer these connections to the real songs and flights going on in my immediate surroundings. No scrolling required.




  I open the Merlin app, my favorite. And what a perfect double entendre. It is indeed a wizard. It “listens” to the woodland air-waves and records and identifies even the subtlest tweet, turning the song lines of myriad bird species into a chart of sonic peaks and valleys. It detects more birds than my ears do. The finches alone are astounding. The Gray Catbird was a revelation. Oven-birds, Red-Wing Blackbirds, Northern Goshawks, owls, and Vireos galore, plus a myriad of warblers, sparrows, and thrushes, my favorites, inhabit my road. Eastern Bluebirds! I await discovery of an actual merlin.




  Then I open Flight Aware, the Merlin of air traffic tracking. As jet contrails skein the stratosphere, their sonic trails lagging behind, I touch the winged icon on my phone’s screen. Flight paths turn into flight plans, with departure and arrival times, destinations, altitude, and air speed. Flight Aware tells me what’s flying overhead in real time, anywhere in the world.




  The song of a Boeing 747 battling headwinds, from Paris to New York, is no great listening joy. But I like seeing the great migratory arcs across our skies. There’s a romance to imagining hundreds of passengers admiring the view of Mount Katahdin from 30,000 feet or wondering at Down East Maine’s jigsaw coastline. I also hear the variety of languages and accents being spoken above, as the flight crew prepares everyone for landing, customs, and immigration. “Please remain in your seats with the seat belt fastened low and tight across your lap.” Won’t be long now.




  Having left Europe at noon, they could well be landing at noon thanks to the magic of longitudinal time creep, the earth’s rotation, and prevailing easterly winds. They are but white lines behind a silver swallow, barely visible, scribing circumpolar routes in three dimensions across the sky, and two dimensions on my phone, streaming over the maritime provinces, down the Bay of Fundy, over Bangor and my coastline, or diverging slightly, vectored for a city farther west. They are a flight number, a departure time, an air speed, an altitude.




  Who are the Icelandic Air passengers who left Reykjavik this morning and will spend the night in New York? Or Zurich to JFK—two heavy planes flying like geese, one at the front of the V formation, one slipstreaming. There’s London to Tampa; Frankfort to Greenville, South Carolina; Copenhagen to Boston. Chicago to Addis Ababa is a comparatively exotic, and long flight joining the flow from the west. The world flocks above Maine every day. Our green and pleasant forests and mountains are the welcome landfall of American air space for passengers from Heathrow to Dulles. I have been on that plane. My nest is below. I can see my house from my perch up here.




  By late afternoon and evening, the Europe-bound flights from east coast airports begin—vesper flights heading for the chaotic murmuration of Boeings and Airbuses over European airspace like starlings. These passengers will land in all the hubs of Europe, according to my app, jetlagged and ready for breakfast and a nap. They’ll be home. Or starting a fresh sojourn. I have flown on those planes too.




  Birds enjoy a pilot’s-eye view and similar navigational aids; follow similar flight corridors returning to their summer haunts from South American-summer haunts. Some glide through Maine on their way farther north, like their human fliers, final destinations several airports distant. I like a rendezvous for morning and evening songs and even detect differences in the bird species perched in my oaks and firs versus the meadow-dwellers down the road. They are site-specific, according to Merlin, each with a local niche to fill with song.




  I would join the avian red-eye, below the jets but still soaring. Sure, I might ride the jet streams for a long-haul route, but I’d also swoop down and inspect my overflight terroir from treetop altitude—like the recent Evening Grosbeaks that pillaged my feeder for breakfast, and a weather respite on some grand tour. They were way off course and did not speak Chickadee or Crow, nor request landing permission. They gorged, then departed to their sky-blue highway as quickly as they had arrived—refueled, but not before being identified with my bird flight-aware. I hope they landed safely. But where? Reykjavik perhaps? What’s for breakfast, I wonder? Sometimes life imitates an M.C. Escher drawing.













  
The Sound of Writing





 

    120 words a minute. . . like a rainstorm on a sheet metal roof.




  —Derek






  IT SOUNDED LIKE THUNDER, the percussive strokes my father’s fingers made on his manual Royal typewriter. It is my earliest emblem of written language and a persistent mnemonic for Dad’s verbal gifts. His typewriter was a word engine: a gleaming black mechanism, an industrial factory of printing, hammering letters directly onto paper winding down below its shiny hood where the levers, rods, connecting pulleys, and metal type lurk. It had a hood like a 1955 Buick and the innards of a knitting machine or diesel power plant.




  As Dad wrote newspaper stories or worked on his books at night, the gooseneck lamp arching over the keyboard, soft light seemed to pool around his concentration. I recall the poise of his hands above the home keys, attending the next flurry of prose. As I listened from my bed, the sound of those keys striking paper wafted upstairs to my room. The cadence of his certain thoughts punctuated summer twilights. It melded with the sprinklers and cicadas outside, every ten or fifteen words the typewriter’s little bell sending the carriage zippering back to the left to drag a new line across the page from the margin. Four bar rest: the non-sound of pondering, then a few phrases murmured under his breath as he tested the sound of the next passage. More thunder, then another pause to backspace and X out the phrase that didn’t work. It was typing, not word processing; and typing was music. Keys hit paper, telegraphing letters down into the floorboards through the metal legs of the typewriter table. The Royal had sharps and flats, bass and treble: the staccato space bar; the timpani shift to capital letters; the triangle of the pinky finger making a question mark. It had sixteenth notes of familiar patterns and convenient phrasing: the, is, without, the letters of words which alternated hands allowing greater speed or swinging rhythm to accompany a jaunty thought. Boom, clatter-clatter-clatter, ta-ta-ta-ta-Boom. Ting.




  Writing broke the silence of the house at bedtime. Stopping and starting, back and forth, the song of text proceeding out of silence—writing, Dad was explaining through his typing, was something you worked at, tried and retried. It charged my fourth-grade storytelling with the effort to be correct, clear, stylish. And I wanted to type—fast. Stories written on a typewriter had authority because they looked real.




  His forty-year newspaper career bridged the evolution from lead type to digital layout on the computer and downsizing from broad sheet to tabloid. Efficiency. If I was lucky, a visit to Dad’s desk in the newsroom might include a walk down the hall to pick up lead type headlines left over from the prior day’s press run, awaiting smelting and a return to the Linotype machine as fresh ingots. This was alchemy: base metal turned to stories on paper by men who typed for a living. I filled my pockets with leaden words.




  My father introduced me to his pals in the composing room, typists with eye shades, fingers flashing above a keyboard appended to a machine the size of our furnace and just as hot. I watched in amazement as lead slugs were pounded out and sluiced into place, letters aligning themselves in reverse order line by line, paragraph by paragraph until a whole broad sheet of typeface had been assembled and sent to be positioned in the press. On a good day, visiting after deadline, I might be awarded a slug with my own name in 14-point letters and return to school with a primal artifact of publishing.




  My own children have never used a standard typewriter. As they peck their way through book reports, watching their words flicker on the computer monitor, writing is television. No heft. This laptop of mine replaces a whole newsroom and composing room as it lays the illusion of publishing at my fingertips without weighing more than a few paragraphs of the old lead type. Hundreds of fonts reside in its circuitry; any size type; bold, italic, underlined and shadow; even color; justified margins. It is the apotheosis of Gutenberg’s revolution. But it has changed the rhetoric of invention: this paragraph has no living history, no record of its deletions or verbal heritage, only a current avatar. Every text file is a palimpsest; writing and editing sleight of hand, magical disappearing acts, as letters and words simply evanesce.




  Without music. This is a synthesizer to the Royal’s piano, a sterile clicking that transmits words, phrases, and sentences in identical timbre. The reverberant aural power of words, mechanically hammered onto the page with emphatic variations in speed and pressure, is missing. The laptop has no apparent moving parts—all circuitry, all plastic. No inky ribbon; no finger-prints. No Buick hood. No diesel. No percussion. No thunder. To my children, this is typing; this is writing. But I remember the sound of real writing: the engine of my father’s words.













  
Thoreauvians I Have Known





  MR. WALKER, MY 12TH GRADE ENGLISH TEACHER, was known for his devotion to Henry David Thoreau. His yearbook quote always came from Thoreau. In 1974, the year I graduated, it was: “For the improvements of ages have had but little influence on the essential laws of man’s existence.” Mine was, “Gie me ae spark o’ Nature’s fire, That’s a’ the learning I desire.” Robbie Burns. For Walker, all roads led back to the outlook of Thoreau. We students knew it and always took pleasure in beating him to the punch with an attribution of any deep inner meaning to Thoreau. It’s good to have a go-to transcendentalist in your life.




  Another English professor I knew, Paul O. Williams, talked of how to be a Thoreauvian. For one thing, it meant always being prepared to observe—and to take notes. Like Thoreau, he always had a pencil and notebook at hand, and any walk could be made a Thoreauvian experience. He never knew Mr. Walker, but they would have had much to share on a visit to their Mecca: Walden Pond.




  My favorite prose writer, John McPhee, took a deep dive into Thoreau when he wrote about the Native American bark canoe. He and Henry Vaillancourt, of Greenville, New Hampshire, maker of authentic bark canoes, had followed Thoreau’s water trail and portages through the Maine woods and Penobscot River watershed using Henry’s bark canoes. He chronicled Vail-lancourt and their trip in The Survival of the Bark Canoe. I’ll always be grateful to McPhee for a favorite sentence in which he talks about floating by Umbazooksus stream and enjoying the “silence of a moose intending to appear.” That is full of the powers of observation and suggestion of exactly what should, could, would appear. I like the image of McPhee, paddle resting athwart the gunwale, notebook in hand, recording the non-appearing of the potential moose. Very transcendentalist of him.




  I managed to get Henry Vaillancourt to visit my school while I was teaching Bark Canoe. That school was in Concord, Massachusetts. It’s where “God’s drop,” Walden Pond, is, of course, as well as plenty of other vestiges of Thoreau’s life there. It’s the epicenter of the American transcendentalist philosopher landscape and society—Emerson, Alcott, et al.—in which Thoreau thrived, even while pretending to keep a slight distance.




  E.B. White was a great Thoreauvian and even shared Thoreau’s birthday, July 12th. Since White’s farm isn’t too far away from us, and his observations of life hereabouts stand the test of time, it’s his practice of his observations that I take most to heart. “What seemed so wrong to Thoreau,” White wrote, “was man’s puny spirit and man’s strained relationship with nature.” White could have written the following sentiments from Walden. Man’s possessions, Thoreau writes, are “more easily acquired than got rid of,” and he cites the Mucclasse Indian annual burn ritual. The village would burn old food and belongings to cleanse and purify, followed by a fresh start. Even the fire on the hearth would be restarted by their high priest.




  “I have scarcely heard of a truer sacrament,” Thoreau writes, “as the dictionary defines it: ‘outward and visible sign of an inward and spiritual grace.’ We often forget that resolutions may begin with the motive to be different, new. But to be successful, the reformer must make room.” Most New Year’s resolutions forget the “make room” part.




  White made sure to distinguish between Thoreau and a naturalist: he wasn’t. Perhaps his response to the wilderness of Maine clinched that, as McPhee rooted out. Nor was he a complete hermit. For a guy who advocated simplicity and tiny houses, he spent a lot of time in big Main Street houses in Concord. But White appreciated him for being a writer, an observer, a recorder of responses to his surroundings, and reducing life to the essentials that spark joy.




  “Walden is the only book I own,” White wrote in The New Yorker in 1953. “Every man, I think, reads one book in his life and this is mine. It is not the best book I ever encountered, perhaps, but it is for me the handiest, and I keep it about me in much the same way one carries a handkerchief—for relief in moments of defluxion or despair.”




  Finally, we owe our pencil quality to Thoreau’s innovative use of clay to improve the New Hampshire plumbago comprising the core of his father’s products—better hardness and smear-resistant. He considered himself a civil engineer. Has his improvement of the tool of the ages affected the essential laws of my nature? No doubt. I always pocket a pencil and notebook when I leave the “cabin,” ready to jot down my perceptions of anything that might be intending to appear.













  
Reports of Nature





  THE GRAND SHAMAN OF CAMP INDIAN NAME always requested “reports of nature.” It came after games of skill and before the word of the week. We, his faithful camper constituents, wrapped in our wool blankets, swatting mosquitoes and itching the crusted lines of tempera paint on our faces, awaited his arrival at dusk for a piece of theater called the Saturday night council fire.




  He came from across the lake to our swimming beach standing, arms akimbo, on a plywood platform lashed between two Grumman aluminum canoes like a catamaran, paddled by four athletic, sinewy chiefs in loin cloths, who looked suspiciously like our cabin counselors. The resonant beating of 50-gallon oil drums provided a solemn timbre for his arrival. The drummers had, evidently, listened to a lot of In-a-Gadda-Da-Vida back in their college dorms.




  In fulfillment of camp lore, the GS made his way from his home on Mount Chocorua each Saturday night, to the waters of the long, narrow lake, drawn to the beacon of the drums. Once he reached shore, he sternly presided.




  The first order of business: command the fire be lit. Much of our anticipation of council fire was seeing exactly how it would be lit. This always took place in a novel manner, often involving an accelerant: a rocket on a wire from the woods, a scuba diver bringing fire invisibly across the lake surface, a junior counselor breathing fire with a war cry. It was the sole job of several head counselors to spend the whole of the intervening week engineering the pyrotechnics using rockets, accelerants, and kerosene. It was worth it. The results were awesome, mysterious, and even terrifying.
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