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  foreword




  By a Maine River is, on the simplest level, a visual journal: twelve months in Maine as recorded by a veteran photographer in what he diffidently calls “my own backyard.” But of course the story goes deeper than that. When Thomas Mark Szelog set out to capture one lasting image per week, winter through summer and back again, on his semi-wild, seventy-acre spread in the town of Whitefield, he wasn’t just taking on a singular artistic challenge. He was also joining a distinct and distinguished Maine tradition that stretches (at least) back to Thoreau’s The Maine Woods and marches on through such classics as Louise Rich’s We Took to the Woods, Scott and Helen Nearing’s Living the Good Life, Bernd Heinrich’s A Year in the Maine Woods, and Robert Kimber’s Living Wild and Domestic.




  “Do you people get that way from living here, or were you all peculiar to start with?” Rich was asked once after decamping to her lakeside cottage. We smile in part because it’s not such an easy question to answer. Certainly the character of Maine—rugged and raw and still remarkably unspoiled—exerts a marked influence on many of us who settle here. But by the same token, this place has always attracted different-drummer types. Szelog himself, as some readers will recall, published an earlier account of his fourteen years living in a real lighthouse. Hunkering down in the woods with a camera in subzero temperatures, hoping something interesting will pop up, may seem like a quixotic undertaking, but hardly more so than the odd projects of Heinrich or Thoreau or, for that matter, E.B. White. We’re all a bit eccentric here, and sometimes good things come of it.




  What’s perhaps most remarkable about By a Maine River—and you get a hint of it from the quietness of the title—is that its setting and its scope are actually quite modest. Whitefield is not the Great North Woods. As Szelog acknowledges, “the area ... is not a wilderness and has not been so for centuries.” The images here were captured in an ordinary sort of Maine landscape perhaps a baker’s-dozen miles from the State House in Augusta. They present us rather often with subjects that are daily fare even for town dwellers: gray squirrels, white birches, rain-flecked lily pads, a half-moon squinting through spruces, a bird’s nest clinging to bare twigs.
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