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Preface



In the summer of 2016, I was invited to take over Down East magazine’s monthly column, “Room With A View.” My first essay, more or less introducing myself, appeared in August of that year. My valedictory one, two years and four months later, was in the December 2018 issue. The space available for these columns was strictly limited — 650 words. Subsequently, the magazine ran a somewhat longer essay, “Up to Camp,” in 2004, and a substantially longer one, “Catch and Release,” in 2022. In all, my writings for the magazine amounted to about 22,000 words — enough for a pamphlet at best.


My columns, meant to be relevant to the particular month in which they appeared, were all what may be called occasional pieces. The rest of this book, the greater part of it, also consists of occasional writings — that is, writings I’ve been asked to contribute to an anthology, pamphlet, organizational newsletter, etc., or talks I’ve been asked to give. These requests provided me with a topic. They also had a word limit. It was not as miserly as the 650 word count imposed by the magazine, and was always implied rather than stated. But as a matter of common decency, if you know you are going to be sharing space with a number of other writers, you don’t want to hog it. The same is true if you are giving a talk. Edward Everett, that famous and forgotten orator, spoke for more than two hours commemorating the dead at Gettysburg. Then President Lincoln read his remarks — 272 words, about one third of one “Room With a View” columns.


Lincoln, a great American writer, never wrote a literary essay. All his writings were occasional, most of them speeches. I don’t know about him, but I have never found that occasional essays were easier to write, or less satisfying when completed, than any other kind of writing. In the two-volume Library of America edition of Lincoln’s prose, we hear the same man, conscience, and voice on every page. I hope and believe that is also the case in this unimportant book.


— Franklin Burroughs










Room With a View
 (the Down East magazine columns)




AUGUST 2016




The first significant room with a view was a childhood bedroom. That was more than threescore years ago, on the eastern seaboard about a thousand miles south of Bowdoinham, where I now live. I was 10, going on 11. Because of some indeterminate symptoms, a fancy specialist up in Wilmington, North Carolina, condemned me to six months of bed rest, the opiate of the puny. For the first couple of weeks, I felt sick enough not to mind. Thereafter, I read, slept, looked out of the window, and wondered why he hadn’t simply prescribed euthanasia.


Lying on my back, as I was supposed to do, I could only look out at the crowns of the hardwoods that had grown in along the ditch bank behind the house. A couple were dogwoods, the prettiest tree of all, but the one I remember was a wild cherry. I’d been put to bed in February, and so when March came, I could watch its slow, magical leafing out.


Like every other boy in town, I’d done my share of tree climbing and knew that its silky-green crown was unreachable for anything heavier than a squirrel. Still, I fantasized about constructing myself some kind of nest and living up there, weightless, surrounded by the sun-dappled dancing of the leaves and looking down on life.


Mama brought home from the library what were deemed appropriate books for fifth graders; I read them at a clip of two or three per day. Friends of my parents dropped off books they thought I might enjoy. It says something about my boyhood tastes that one of these was a deluxe, illustrated edition of Teddy Roosevelt’s African Game Trails, his account of a safari taken in his post-presidential years. I read it and re-read it, staring at the illustrations for so long that, for years afterwards, the sight of them gave me a feeling of convalescent lassitude.


All of this — the confinement, the view, the cherry tree, and the books — was the beginning of a lifelong love-hate relationship with claustral spaces and literature. Part of me flourishes and part of me frets in it. Reading requires enclosure and a total immersion, as sentence after sentence and page after page unfurl from their beginnings, more like music to me than music is. I can’t read outdoors; I’d sooner try to watch a movie at a basketball game.


Other rooms, other views. Always, it seems, I have looked out on or into a particular tree: from different offices or classrooms, from the houses I have lived in, and from the one I live in now. There is a kind of latent animation in a tree, or perhaps, in May, a hyperkinetic one: a pair of black-throated green warblers, flitting and fluttering, the male pausing now and then to squeak out his wispy, lisping song — busy,busy,bus-SEE! Once, in an early morning class, I glanced over the heads of my drowsy but dutifully attentive students and into the upper branches of a big red oak. Not ten feet beyond the window at the back of the classroom, sprawled over a limb as though sleeping off a night of debauchery, was a massively, flagrantly inattentive raccoon.


Certain experts say our species feels happiest and most at home in situations that provide us what they call “prospect and refuge.” Landscape paintings typically balance these elements — a view opening out to the horizon but containing within it places of concealment for ambush, shelter, or security. Their appeal is perhaps atavistic, a nod to our hunter-gatherer past, when such landscapes improved the odds of survival; or perhaps psychological, our minds alternately looking out at the world, then inward upon themselves. I hope these “Room with a View” essays will have something of the same effect.






SEPTEMBER 2016



On the highway between Solon and Bingham, a sign indicates you’re exactly equidistant between the equator and the North Pole. On the calendar, we’re approaching the autumnal equinox. The hours of daylight and of darkness are the same all over the world; all over the world, we are equidistant between the winter and summer solstices. And every year, I pass through Bingham at about this time, headed up to camp for a last couple of days of fishing.


In late September, every day is an everyday event, but also a portal, looking back into summer and forward toward winter. After the August doldrums, life quickens again: fish, birds, tourists. The north comes south: waterfowl arrive out on Merrymeeting Bay, flickers and hawks materialize out of thin air. The south comes north: leaf peepers from Massachusetts and Connecticut in big chartered buses.


At this season, anybody old enough to think of childhood as something that has gone and won’t return grows susceptible to delusions of nostalgia and anticipation. Migration itself is pro-creative, forward-looking, but also perhaps a kind of homesickness. The bobolinks in our fields, their nesting done, yearn for the pampas of Argentina.


The fish I fish for are not exempt. Back in the prehuman past, they lived at sea and came into the rivers to spawn. Now, the lakes and reservoirs are their Atlantic; they overwinter in Wyman Reservoir, Indian Pond, or Moosehead, not somewhere off Greenland. But by September, their old impulse awakens; soon, they will be pushing up into the skinny water of tributaries, where they will prepare their redds and spawn as they did millennia ago.


Up beyond Bingham, the first leaves are beginning to turn; leaf-peeping season is just a couple of weeks away. But the fish — landlocked salmon and brook trout — have turned already, taking on their spawning colors. Male salmon darken to bronzy brown, and their lower jaws grow out. They look like a salmon becoming a pike. The females look more salmon like than ever — broader in the flanks and more silvery, more like what you find in the display cases at Shaw’s or Hannaford’s. The brook trout? OMG. Beautiful at any time of the year, more beautiful now: the colors more vivid, the lower flanks and belly suddenly a solid brick red.


September fishing is the Little Girl with the Little Curl. Romantically preoccupied, the fish are off their feed, sulky, finicky even by their standards. Finally, one rises — a quiet swirl over in the shadows under a ledge. You cast to it and cast again. Two or three minutes later, it rises once more, but not to your fly. By now, you are on automatic pilot, drifting exactly the same fly over exactly the same spot. The 30th cast is no different from the 31st. On the 32nd, the fish takes, is hooked, and jumps — all one action. A female salmon, brightly and broadly glittering against the sleek green water and the dark shadows behind her, sudden and startling as a Roman candle. And phht! Gone in the instant you register its arrival.


You have what you came for. Time to paddle back down-river to the truck, drive back through Bingham, return home to wait on the fine season to come, and the long one that follows.


At the North Pole, the sun now sets for half a year of darkness. At the equator, the equinox is perpetual, seven days a week, 52 weeks a year, winterspringsummerfall. What do they dream about down there?






OCTOBER 2016



Vacation, vacuous, vacancy, evacuation, vacuum. The root signifies emptiness, abhorrent to nature and innkeepers alike.


So, for a vacation, in the strict sense of the word, I suggest Disneyland in Anaheim, or Disney World in Orlando, Tokyo, Shanghai, Hong Kong, or Paris. Maybe London Bridge, meticulously reassembled in Havasu City, Arizona, or Sturbridge Village or Colonial Williamsburg. These are the true vacationlands, abhorred by nature, empty of reality, unpredictability, and any human contact not involving a credit card.


I love, honor, and respect almost everything about Maine except its license plate. There is something abject about Vacationland, as though the state had no substance — no history, no distinct character, complexity, sophistication, cussedness, or claims of its own, as if it existed only as a sort of high-class amusement park, where people from elsewhere go when they need a break from reality. “The vacant into the vacant,” to quote T.S. Eliot.


Henry David Thoreau came to Maine three times as a tourist. He traveled light, fared hard, and spent little: food for himself, his companion, and a guide consisted chiefly of pork and hardtack (dry, unleavened bread), plus fresh fish and berries, procured along the way. Gear included some rubber bags to keep their food, matches, and clothing dry; an A-frame tent, 6-by-7 feet square and 4 feet high at the ridgepole; an axe, pocketknife, and a few utensils and kettles for cooking and eating; some twine and fishhooks. Food and gear cost $24 for twelve days; the guide and canoe cost a dollar-and-a-half a day, or $19 in all. A railroad ticket for three men and a canoe from Bangor to Greenville was about $8, making a total expenditure of not quite $50, provided “you already possess or can borrow a reasonable part of the outfit.”


Thoreau seems to have done no shopping while in Maine, although Bangor, that “star at the edge of night,” overflowed with the refinements and luxuries of Europe and was entirely up to date. A few miles beyond, the Passamaquoddy and Penobscot tribes lived as they had for eons, which meant that all the ages of history co-existed in mid-19th-century Maine — more than sufficient reason for travelers to venture there, although none of them would have called it Vacationland, least of all Thoreau. He sought information, a wider perspective, the substrate of human existence: “rocks, trees, wind on our cheeks! The solid earth! the actual world! The common sense! Contact! Contact! Who are we? Where are we?”


Thoreau lived all of his life in Concord, Massachusetts — no writer more strictly local than he. Yet he described himself — accurately, I think — as a “soujourner”: not so much a day trip-per as an explorer/discoverer. A single vowel separates vacation from vocation. Wherever Thoroeau was — on the backside of “Ktaadn,” along Nauset Beach, in the White Mountains, or in the hardscrabble, gone-to-seed farm country west of his house in Concord — his way of living conflated the two words and what they meant.


He is no model for everyman and had no desire to be; he was as singular as they come and wanted you and me to be that way too. We probably aren’t capable of it. But his insistence that vacationland is also vocationland seems to me valuable, for both those of us who live and work in this state and those who only visit. Reality begins at home but does not end there; we travel to renew and extend our contact with it, not to escape it.






NOVEMBER 2016



There he is, flying in midstride. Arms raised and palms out, like a haloed saint blessing the faithful while being bodily lofted heavenward. Instead, the boy appears to be blessing the blue, wind-wrinkled water; the late-afternoon, late-summer sunlight; the deep-shaded woods on the opposite shore. His brown hair is momentarily golden; sunlight outlines his fingers, hands, arms, torso, and legs — a full body halo, a moment of grace arrested from my grandson’s once-in-a-lifetime seventh year on this planet, among these seasons.


His mother, standing on the rock, above and behind him, took the photograph. From that angle, the resemblance between her son and the girl she was, thirty summers ago, is striking, and more than skin deep.


Now we are at the beginning of November. The elections are upon us. For over a year, politics have only exacerbated a ferocious tribalism, at the cost of any serious consideration of the art of the possible. Whatever their results, they will only increase our strident self-division and our implacable refusal to acknowledge facts, much less face them.


Locally, we’ve had a hotter and much drier summer than usual. But Maine is still Maine — those woods, that water. It’s easy enough to tune out politics, even local ones, and treat the news from Washington, Aleppo, Augusta, etc., as mere rumors. Civilization has survived the insanity of world wars, genocides, and economic chaos before; somehow, we’ll do it again. I want to tell myself that the scene my grandson blesses and embodies will endure.


Globally, every month of the year has exceeded its average temperature, often by a wide margin. Floods, droughts, and storms have increased in frequency and intensity. But tribal politics can always dismiss that as mere weather. We survive meteorological calamity just as we do historical calamity. That is what we tell ourselves.


We’ve known about rising sea levels a long time, but their consequences have been mostly elsewhere, threatening tribes on obscure Pacific atolls; Inuit villagers along the Bering Sea. Not in Maine, not so’s you’d notice.


But now you’d notice. From Boston down to Miami and around to New Orleans, Galveston, and Houston. For complex reasons, the pattern of rising is uneven — faster in some places than in others, then slower, then faster again. But the trend is always upward.


If you live — as so many Americans do — within a few feet of the high-tide line on the Gulf, mid-Atlantic, or South Atlantic coasts, you don’t need graphs and charts to know that seas are rising. Five or ten times last year (Boston, New York), or 40 or 60 or 80 times (Charleston, SC; Annapolis, MD; Wilmington, NC), tidal flooding closed roads and causeways for a few hours, killed the grass in yards, even came into kitchens. This is called nuisance flooding. It requires only a spring tide and an onshore breeze and can occur on a perfect summer day. In thirty years, it will no longer be flooding. Houses, neighborhoods, communities will be abandoned, despite many expensive efforts at local mitigation. By then, we may somehow have come to our senses and begun to take action, but the global tide and global temperatures will go on rising far into the future, with consequences too vast and interconnected to comprehend.


And in thirty years, my daughters may have grandchildren. One day, she may even show them this essay. Our planet, our seasons, will be to them mere rumors, fables from an antidiluvian world.






DECEMBER 2016



On Christmas Day, on Christmas Day in the morning, we saw — what? Three ships come sailing in? Mommy kissing Santa Claus? Ten lords a-leaping? Bethlehem, deeply and dreamlessly a-sleeping? Sleighs gliding down snow-banked roads, harness bells a-jingle, frock-coated, hat-tipping Father at the reins, Mother and children wrapped in furs or blankets, calling out season’s greetings to friends and neighbors? An immaculate landscape, a white Christmas, a winter wonderland?


None of the above. The images of Christmas that came to us fused and confused geographies, histories, and iconographies: the stony, semi-arid, goat- and sheep-herding Holy Land with its jumbled, inhospitable terrain; the deep-forested European north, where the dire winter cold and darkness threaten to engulf the world forever.


Through some combination of its religious culture, its climate, its pastoral economy, its topography, and its commercial genius, 19th-century New England — farms and villages buttoned up against the cold, logs blazing on the hearth, and snug domesticity — became the American homeland of Christmas, even in South Carolina, where I was raised. Our Christmas cards might have been landscapes from the Holy Land or Victorian London, but instead they mostly showed generic scenes of the New England winter. The Christmas trees that went on sale in my town were fir or spruce from somewhere up that way, never one of our indigenous conifers. In many households, the local ecology’s only contribution to Christmas was unprocessed cotton — combed out, fluffed up, piled around the base, and draped over the lower twigs of the Christmas tree to evoke snow. It fooled nobody, and nobody ever questioned its appropriateness or considered its rich historical irony.


On Christmas Day in the morning, real snow was what we most dreamed of seeing, my sister and I. We never did. It came very rarely and always later in the winter. At best, we got frost, which in that humid, swampy, alluvial country, was thick, fuzzy, and soft, and made a glittering, if ephemeral, show on the scabby, anthill-pocked lawns of the neighborhood.


My father thought some things from the world of his growing had to change and some did not. One that did not was the Christmas tree. Every December, his kinfolk in the timber business would point him to one tract or another and tell him he was welcome to cut a tree there. He chose carefully — always a longleaf pine from a pair that grew too close together, so that removing one would free the other. The limbs and twigs of longleaf curve up like candelabra, with foot-long needles at the tips instead of candles. Once cut, the tree lacks the fragrance of New England fir — it smells like pure turpentine, evoking artists’ studios or disinfectants. Even when strung with lights and hung with baubles, the tree was airy, open, and skeletal, as though a modernist repudiation of the conventional Tannenbaum aesthetic.


I moved to Maine 48 years ago. It’s been a quarter of a century since our family spent Christmas in South Carolina. Instead, we cut a scruffy balsam from our woodlot, drag it in, and deck it out. A wintery vigor and sharpness, tonic in their effects, comes into the house with it, and lingers a few days. Maine often seems closer to the world I grew up in than contemporary South Carolina does. But the landscape of Christmas has turned out to be the landscape of childhood. I look out at the white Christmas we often have up here, and in the mind’s eye, I see sweetgums and cypresses at the edge of the swamp. They are draped with long skeins of Spanish moss, which create an effect of antiquity, melancholy, and, strangely, peace on earth.






JANUARY 2017



In college, I learned that Thales of Miletus was a pre-Socratic philosopher who considered water the primary principle of life. On that basis, I felt an affinity. More recently, I discovered he was also an astronomer who described how to use the pointer stars of the Big Dipper to locate Polaris, True North.


January, when we inaugurate our presidents, may be the finest month for star gazing. Night falls early; dawn comes late. Go out just before bedtime and again before breakfast and you’ll find the darkest darkness. The stars glitter with the cold, remote precision of the sciences our species derived from them: navigation, chronology, spherical geometry, calculus, physics, cosmology, and so forth. They wheel majestically and mysteriously over us through the night. Before bedtime in early January, Orion’s downward pointing belt is just above the southeast horizon; before dawn, it is setting in the southwest. But other constellations — the Big Dipper, to name one — move west to east between sunset and sunrise.


Like many of my generation who pass as well-educated women or men, I know next to nothing about the stars. I can recognize Orion, Cassiopeia, the Pleiades, and, of course, the Big Dipper, faithfully there winter and summer alike. In the fall, I’m often up early, in a little boat, motoring down a small, winding, marshy river to go duck hunting. Mostly, I navigate by the tree-line and stick to the outside curves; but when the river opens into the bay, I am, to a degree, at sea, especially when a thick mist lies over the water, as is often the case. Before bedtime, the Dipper hung low above the northern horizon, its handle pointing west; now, it stands boldly upright on the handle, looming high overhead. It gives me Approximate North (AN). I pick out something bright near the opposite horizon — Jupiter, perhaps? — to give me Approximate South (AS) and a couple of other conspicuous luminaries to fix AE and AW. If we are at half-tide or better, those coordinates will get me where I need to be by the time — an hour or so before sunrise — I need to be there.


I like — love, in fact — doing that. I can appreciate all those unknown generations who, in every corner of the globe, in a world of great depth and great darkness, observed the night sky so religiously and rigorously that Thales, 2½ millennia ago, was able to predict a solar eclipse. Seven hundred years ago — the Dark Ages to us — one of Chaucer’s Canterbury pilgrims, uneducated in any bookish way, glances up, sees the shadows of the trees equal to their height, and knowing (how?) that it is April 18, exclaims that it’s already 10 o’clock in the morning, and time’s a’wasting. At any hour of night, any season of the year, he could have glanced at the Dipper — “Charles’s Wagon” to him — and known how long ’til sunup.


But on a lower tide, when I’m trying to stay within a narrow, sinuous channel through flats covered by a foot or less of water, my seat-of-the-pants celestial navigation doesn’t work. I need, and refuse to own, a navigational system with a robotic voice saying turn left here, go 200 yards, bear right, etc., etc. I am under the stars, benighted in the shallows, churning up mud, with time and tide running out. It feels like an old man’s life; it feels like contemporary history; it feels like the dark ages and the human condition. Calm down, I tell myself, we tell ourselves. Consider your situation. Consider: con = study; sidera = the stars. There’s some solace in it.






FEBRUARY 2017



We began keeping chickens soon after we came to Maine about half a century ago. Over the years, we’ve lost a lot to predators, mostly raccoons. We never see them, only the carnage, but we see foxes in the vicinity pretty often. One trots up, usually late in the afternoon, sniffs briefly around the door and windows, then trots away, like a security guard making the rounds. These snowy mornings, we regularly find tracks from the night before. It’s as if they come by as a matter of ritual rather than with any real hope — about the way some of us go to church or Fenway Park. But their tradition antedates the Red Sox and other known religions by quite a stretch.


Chickens are domesticated jungle fowl, probably from Southeast Asia. Mitochondrial DNA tells that story, back from before the dawn of civilization. Ever since, they’ve gone wherever we’ve gone. And in the Northern Hemisphere, wherever chickens arrived, foxes were waiting. Stories about the likes of Foxy-Loxy and Henny-Penny (aka Chicken Little) go back through varied cultural traditions at least 25 centuries. For most of that time, chickens and owners led beleaguered lives. Farmers, their families, and their livestock withdrew into stockaded villages or towns at night. Hens roosted under eaves, on hay mangers, or inside, with the family.


Imagine the outer darkness of those nights: moors, waste-lands, forests, and fens, places no one visited. Try to imagine the inner darkness as well — ignorance, isolation, xenophobia, with hunger a constant reminder that starvation was one failed crop or sick cow away. Witches, monsters, well poisoners, marauders, ghouls, and trolls colonized the darkness beyond the walls and the psyches of the people inside them. Fear was endemic, one false alarm away from epidemic.


Only children know that kind of fear, so we tell them a version of the Chicken Little story to help free them from it. An acorn bonks you on the head, you think the sky is falling and race around telling everyone. But nothing bad happens. The world is safe — don’t be such a chicken-hearted cluck. Now goodnight, sleep tight, see you in the morning bright. That was how I heard it and how I told it.


The original version was different. Foxy-Loxy throws the acorn, beans Chicken Little, then persuades her the sky is falling and destruction is at hand. Soon the hens are in an uproar.


Foxy calms them: You know how smart I am, right? He leads them to an underground shelter, ushers them in. There they find cubs and mother at the table, bibs tucked in, paws clutching forks and knives.


That story says that even in a dangerous world, fearmongering is a greater threat than monsters. Gullibility and the giddy, contagious thrill of scary stories create imaginary enemies and deliver us to real ones, sure as shooting.


Consider Walt Disney’s 1943 cartoon version of Chicken Little. Thwarted by a fence around the poultry yard, Foxy-Loxy consults a psychology text and applies its maxims. First: To influence the masses, aim for the least intelligent. Second: If you tell a lie, don’t tell a little one. Tell a big one. So, he persuades Chicken Little the sky is falling. The story gains traction, but is poohpoohed by Cocky-Locky, leader of the flock. Foxy returns to his text: Undermine the faith of the masses in their leaders. He starts a whispering campaign — Cocky-Locky has totalitarian ambitions. It works. The final maxim, Use flattery to make insignificant people look upon themselves as born leaders, takes us back to Chicken Little. With Foxy-Loxy coaching her from behind the fence, Chicken Little persuades the flock to flee to a cave, escaping destruction. Sure.


All Foxy’s textbook quotations are paraphrased from Mein Kampf. The final scene shows Foxy, belly bulging, picking his teeth with a wishbone, then sticking it into a little graveyard, where other wishbones are lined up like tombstones. The narrator protests, Hey, that’s not the way it ends in my book!


Foxy grins and replies, Oh yeah? Don’t believe everything you read, brother.






MARCH 2017



“I don’t know which is more discouraging, literature or chickens.” — E.B. White


By nature or nurture, writers sometimes get broody, sit at the desk, sulk, and expect something to happen. It’s the same from time to time with laying hens — broodiness, the instinct to incubate — hasn’t been bred entirely out of them.


Reach your hand under a brooding hen. You’ll get a sharp peck, and may find no eggs at all. Ask a broody writer how it’s going at your own risk.


Thoreau, in his journals, wonders if brooding hens suffer from ennui, sitting in the dark corner of a barn while the rest of the flock scratch, peck, and potter around outside. He knows the feeling — he loves being outdoors above everything else, but sitting and writing are as necessary to it as exhalation to inhalation. He hasn’t got much time for people. Chickens appear to be his favorite bipedal species.


A deadline looms, but a writer can have his breakfast, can’t he? He has to tend to his chickens, doesn’t he? He’s stalling, isn’t he? As he opens the henhouse door this morning, of all mornings, one of the hens bolts past him. He lunges. She panics, runs, flies, and runs some more over the yard and into the woods, squawking bloody murder.


He swears. He needs to be brooding at his desk. He fetches a poultry hook from the barn and stamps off after her. She’s just inside the woods. The canny writer flanks her, gets behind her, and tries to maneuver her back toward the house. The canny hen then flanks him and tries to maneuver deeper into the woods. Thus, the two of them, intellectually deadlocked, make their way around the yard.


Thoreau observes that chickens, the most domestic of all domesticated livestock, allowed to range freely through the yards and streets, are nevertheless “a little shyish” around people, as though we and they were still at the very beginning of our ancient relationship. In Concord, they return every night to roost in their barn or shed and always lay their eggs there, but never become entirely trusting.


Certainly, this morning’s escapee doesn’t. But finally, she begins to pant: panic and exhaustion have taken their toll. Whereupon our discerning writer notices something interesting. She changes the game from tag to hide-and-seek. And she knows exactly how to play it. She picks a snowless spot at the base of a tree, and freezes, head down and with the tree trunk directly behind her. No part of her is silhouetted against the snow. She lacks the cryptic plumage of a grouse or woodcock, but her technique is flawless.


Philosophically, the writer considers. She, her cohorts, and their ancestors for many generations have hatched in incubators and fledged out under artificial light, with no mama hen to keep them warm and show them the ropes. Thereafter, most have lived in foot-square cages, eating, drinking, defecating, and laying eggs, until one day their lives, such as they are, get snuffed out like candles.


Not looking her way but talking to her in a conversational manner, the foxy writer repeatedly sidles toward her as she lies still and finally gets close enough to snake the hook forward beyond her leg, snatch it back, and grab her. Once tucked under his arm like a football, so she can’t flap, she calms down and recovers her matronly self-possession. Bird and man are back on good terms by the time he deposits her on the floor with the other hens.


The writer returns to his desk with something to brood about, turn over in his mind the way the brooding hen, guided only by instinct, turns over the eggs she incubates. That guarantees nothing, of course.






APRIL 2017



Vacationland conjures two images — the rockbound coast and the North Woods. You pays your money and you makes your choice. As both causes and effects, images connect to imaginations.


For some, the image in the mirror is as far as reflection goes. But mostly, we crave more. Maine’s coast, mountains, and big woods provide a sense of spaciousness and a possibility of adventure, thrilling to contemplate — mirrors in which we catch glimpses of unseen, unsuspected selves. The epic of American grandeur underlies them: spacious skies, purple mountain majesties. But these, and their effects on us, are not my subject, which lies instead in the unremarkable territory separating coast and North Woods: the towns, villages, small farms, and pastures.


And the woodlots: ’tis of these I sing.


Seen from the highway, as you speed toward Baxter, Sugarloaf, or Mount Desert, the little towns all look alike. You need some acquaintance with one of them to appreciate their many differences — topographic, economic, cultural, demographic, historical; their patterns of land use; the ways their pasts are hidden or revealed by their landscapes.


By American standards, they are old. The populations and prosperity of most peaked in the middle decades of the 19th century; they have exceeded it only recently, if at all. As a result, they share a common feature — what the English landscape connoisseur William Gilpin called interrupted woodlands: cleared land that has reverted to forest. From the outside, they appear to be immutable natural facts, like ponds or hills. But venture in and you find stone walls, scattered apple trees, borrow pits, rusted bits of barbed wire, occasional cellar holes, abandoned quarries, or old abutments. These things remind you that a century or less ago, this was an utterly different landscape — almost as bare as the Great Plains or blueberry barrens, with sweeping views from every hill or knoll. It represented a victory of human purpose over natural process, achieved family by family over years of unremitting labor. Now, natural process has reclaimed the field. Literally.


In the aggregate, such woodlands have quantifiable value, as sources of lumber, pulp, and firewood — and as carbon sinks, which mitigate the effects of atmospheric pollution. They have allowed deer, raccoons, coyotes, beavers, fishers, turkeys, pileated woodpeckers, and goshawks to recolonize much of Maine. A century ago, all were regionally rare and often locally extinct.


Another benefit is unquantifiable, but quite apparent when you walk from open land into woodland. Your way of walking — therefore of thinking — necessarily changes. You cannot stride, pace, or bustle. Elsewhere, the pedestrian’s normal objective, is replaced by here; then by now. Perspectives are short and screened; they open and close ahead of you and above you as you move. There is an ambient suggestion of fluidity — the rippling patterns and patches of light and shade; the creak and flutter of trunk and leaf. You are submerged in a fresher, cooler, and airier atmosphere.


I generally go into the woods for practical purposes — to cut wood, hunt, look and listen for spring warblers, and, especially, to escape from literature. Yet the experience of being there turns out to be analogous to the best of reading, which is of course re-reading. You’re not in a hurry to get to the end of the book. Your mind is at once passively receptive and actively responsive, as though you were writing even as you read, noticing and remembering, but also generating thoughts peculiar to yourself.


These woods are full of interest, as natural history and as living monuments to economic history. They are also sanctuaries and, with minimal supervision, nurseries: children take to them the way they take to each other. It is a mistake to overlook them or to assume that, culturally speaking, their highest and best use is for housing developments.






MAY 2017



Light Hendrickson. Trout fly pattern, mimicking Ephemerella subvaria. Wings: flank feathers, drake wood duck. Hackle and tail: natural blue dun rooster neck. Body dubbing: urine-burned red fox.


Edward Fitzgibbon. Irish writer. Born, Limerick, Ireland, 1803. Brilliant stylist, conversationalist, and fisherman; incurable alcoholic. Squandered his gifts in gab and journalism. Wrote under the pen name Ephemera, certain his name and work were destined for oblivion. Died, London, 1857.


Ephemera was also another name for mayflies and is still part of the scientific moniker of many species: e.g., the abovementioned E. subvaria. The strict meaning of ephemeral is of one day’s duration. Most mayflies last little, if any, longer than that. Ditto most books, essays, and literary reputations — bubbles upon the stream. Poor EF!


But wait! EF wrote a book about fishing. It has hundreds of predecessors and successors in his country and ours, in his century, the next, and the one after that. His was the first to feature illustrations of prominent mayfly species, as they appear for the few seconds they sit upon the water before taking flight, juxtaposed with the trout flies (tied by EF himself) that imitate them. The book was a pioneering classic in the immense bibliography of Anglo-American dry-fly fishing. EF lives!


A.E. Hendrickson. Scarsdale, New York. CEO, swanky sportsman, and bubble upon the stream. He wrote not; neither did he tie flies. In May 1916, he fished the Junction Pool, on the Beaverkill River in upstate New York. The place is to our national history of dry-fly fishing what Independence Hall has been to our history as a democracy. Trout were feeding; a hatch of mayflies — E. subvaria — was underway. His guide, Roy Steelrod, examined some of the mayflies, subsequently concocted the fly described above, and two years later, knowing the side whereupon his bread was buttered, named the fly in honor of Hendrickson.


Consider: a) Wood duck were, by 1916, nearly extinct. Two years later, hunting them was outlawed. Killing or possessing one cost you $500 — that’s $9,000 in today’s money. The drake’s flank feathers are lemony yellow, lightly barred with black. E. subvaria’s wings resemble wrinkled cellophane. b) Roosters with suitable hackles were rare; those with light blue-gray hackles were much rarer and priced accordingly. The legs and tail of E. subvaria, meanwhile, are almost transparent. c) Urine-burned fox? Geezus! Give us a break! For obvious anatomical reasons, only vixens possess the requisite pelage — a patch of fur you could cover with a postage stamp. The body of E. subvaria, meanwhile, ranges in color from white to tawny. You could sweep up what you needed from the floor of an animal shelter any day of the week. Is Steelrod some kind of wise guy or what?


Nevertheless, Steelrod’s Hendrickson recipe passed down from generation unto generation. Furthermore, fishermen now refer to E. subvaria itself as the Hendrickson. The Hendrickson hatch is one of the eagerly awaited events of the trout season.


Yours truly (1942–20??). AKA Ephemerella subliteratus. These days, wood duck are fair game and quite common. You can shoot your own or buy the flank feathers from Bean’s. Genetic modification has produced roosters that provide perfect blue dun hackle feathers at affordable prices. Antron yarn — tougher than fur — is available in a color called urine-burned fox. The classic light Hendrickson pattern has been replaced by others, simpler to tie and more lifelike.


But fishing’s a faith-based activity. Faith, the love child of Hope and Despair, is almost indistinguishable from her cousins, Superstition and Tradition. Fishing a fly in which you have no faith is fishless fishing. Each winter, I still tie some classic Hendricksons, cast them upon the waters in May, the most ephemeral of seasons, and consider faith, Fitzgibbon, Hendrickson, time’s running stream, and whatnot, . . . and catch the occasional trout.






JUNE 2017



I’ve lived here fifty years. I’m deportation-proof. And loyal too — don’t want to live elsewhere or otherwise. Can’t imagine it, in fact.


This doesn’t make me what some of my neighbors are, or what I was in Horry County, South Carolina: a native, born into a web of first cousins, first cousins once removed, second cousins, second cousins once removed, in-laws, etc. Just about everybody in Horry belonged to such a web. Because there hadn’t been much in-migration, the webs connected and reconnected, generation after generation. No need for family reunions — it would have been like having a class reunion while you were still in school.


Such situations breed double-barreled homesickness — sick of home, then sick for it. Survive both and you’re permanently immunized, able to contemplate your own or any other community without risking re-infection.


Since 1960, when I left for college, Horry County’s population has increased five-fold, people from all over. The landscape’s gone: shopping malls, golf courses, retirement communities, and amusement parks where there had been small farms, separated by patches of woods and tentacles of swamp. Driving through it nowadays is like re-reading a book whose every page has been typed over, over and over again. Gibberish.


In the past fifty years, Maine’s changed too, but its landscapes remain legible, and natives still know the language: This gully you’d never thought twice about? Used to be a dam and a gristmill there. Those pilings just upstream and across from the smelt camps? They deflected the current in against the shore, where a man named Kendall had a waterwheel. It had diagonal blades, like a windmill, and a reversible gear. Three-hundred-foot driveshaft, over to Kendall’s fertilizer plant, right by the railroad siding. The wheel didn’t operate on dead high water or dead low — maybe a couple of hours out of the day. Otherwise, free power, 24/7, rain or shine.


Or—those old bricks in the mud, downriver from the landing? Brickworks, right there at the base of Clay Hill. Schooners could ride the tide up the Cathance, load ’em, and let the next tide take ’em back down. There’s an old photograph with a two-master tied up alongside the dock.


Or—this is Ronnie, duck-guide emeritus, on the local history of a place known to every duck hunter on Merrymeeting Bay, myself included: “The Portland Gale? November, that was. She was blowing like hell up the river, and old so-and-so figured he’d walk out to the point and see was it pushing any ducks in. The point was about all pasture back then, not growed up like now. But a couple of big oaks were out toward the end, and black ducks were funneling in between ’em, just pouring into Bluff Head Cove. He stood there and shot till dark. Snow coming so heavy he couldn’t hardly see — two foot or more by the time he left. Strung his ducks on a rope, dragged ’em through the snow. Fifty ducks, I heard. A hundred-and-twenty-five pounds or so.”


The Portland Gale? A tragic factoid. Google it (I did): November 26–27, 1898. Hurricane-force winds. The steamship Portland went down, with all passengers and crew, 198 folks. Ten-foot storm surge.


Bluff Head Cove? Still there, sheltered by low-lying woods. But now, they’re superimposed over an open landscape with snow-plastered, wind-whipped old so-and-so dragging his ducks across it, until at last he stands inside by the kitchen stove, snowmelt running off him like a waterfall, house creaking and groaning, he and the stove just huffing and puffing and glowing, by jeezus.


Naturalization is ongoing, and all I’ll ever ask for.






JULY 2017



Every night, in the small hours, Nature calls. Sigh, slip out of the cozy bag, pad across the floor, step sockless into boots, and clump outside. Full moon, high overhead. Path to the outhouse a patchwork of moonshine and shadow; through the woods, backlighting them, the steady sheen of the lake. Having answered the call, it seems a shame to go back in, ignoring this radiant night. Why not walk down to the dock and sit a while?


Why not, but also why? To await an Epiphany? We’re told they only come unbidden, to minds that lie quiet — does yours ever, ever? To be “At One with Nature?” Heaven forbid. That comes soon enough, when she calls us home, or to oblivion, or to what a metrophobic old man, much admired by Thoreau, once referred to as “Another Boston.”


Nevertheless, go down to the dock, sit still, try to stifle the mental chatter. No clouds, no stars — Luna rules the night, all the earth keeping silence beneath. Light without heat, brightness without glare, an antiseptic fluorescent glow from lake and sky, but, coming across the water from the moon, a glittering beam singles you out, puts you on stage, self-conscious and limelit in an empty theater.


Well, yes. Meanwhile, a seeping, somewhat metaphysical chill reaches your bones. The sleeping bag beckons; common sense seconds. But don’t we wait all year for one moment — an inhabited snapshot — to distill and arrest the quicksilver apogee of the Maine summer? Might this moony night be it? Sit and shiver some more; find yourself drifting toward unconsciousness, the outer suburbs of Another Boston.


Then, abrupt, Nature calls again: a loon, just across the cove. Not the famous lunatic laughter, but that long-held, quavering, harmonic wail that carries and carries and is reserved for mated pairs. Ornithologists tell us this is what it means:


He: I’m over here.


She (offstage): Me, I’m over here.


Their week-old chick, a blob of black fluff the size of a beanbag, may chime in with a respectable version: I’m here too.


No call in nature so hauntingly transcends its purpose. The sound is full of eerie seeking, as of a lost soul for a lost world. Even on a small pond, it creates auditory illusions of desolate, oceanic spaces, a call coming down from the stars or aimed at them: the most aching inarticulacy you’ll ever hear in Maine, or anywhere.


Shut up; LISTEN! The male follows his Ah WOOOoooo with a second, more distant seeming version, like an echo. The female responds in the same fashion — two real loons crying out, then their ghostly doppelgangers.


You are hopeless. Give it up. Clomp back to camp, step out of the boots, snuggle into the bag. Nature’s calls are robo-calls; we — old men, baby loons, whatever — are answering machines. We may be conscious of nature, love or fear her; she’s unconscious, uncaring, unrequiting. Her commands are Eat, propagate, die. Along the way, mate, feed and defend the young, fight or flee as per the situation. Obey thy bowels and thy bladder, by day and by night. Get some sleep.


Unrequited consciousness, unrequited love, chronic loneliness, and angst give us only songs, poems, ads, art, adolescence, credulity, humanity, delusions of omnipotence, transcendence, lucidity — all “that hunger of imagination which preys incessantly upon life,” as another dead old guy put it. Strange how loons, about the most ancient, unevolved birds on earth, stir that stuff inside us.


Summers slide away. We are here (for now). That’s enough. That’s not enough.






AUGUST 2017



Twelve centuries ago, if Old English poets (scops) are to be believed, the wolf (wulf) watched the eagle (earn), the eagle watched the raven (hrafen), and the raven watched a Viking longboat run ashore and disgorge a troop of armed marauders (wicinga, aka waelwulfas — slaughter wolves). The Vikings headed inland, with a growing entourage of wolves, eagles, and ravens. Sooner or later, they encountered the local Homeland Security detail, men similar to themselves in armor, weaponry, and bloodlust. The battle lines formed and converged. The wolves, pinch-bellied but patient, settled on their haunches and watched with intense interest. The ravens — dozens? hundreds? — circled overhead, croaking. High above them, the eagles soared.
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