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PRAISE FOR REAL LIFE, REAL FUNNY




    “The distinguished Mainers contributing to this book are pillars of a time when our politics were more respected and much more respectful. Reading the stories is like a trip down memory lane to a time when policy differences didn’t make political enemies. It’s gratifying to think that Maine is unique in the way it governs its body politic—with humor and mutual understanding of the human condition we all share. This book should give you optimism that it might always be so. Kudos to Chris, Dave, and Dennis for collecting stories that remind us all that Maine is a unique and special place.”




    —Kay Rand, former campaign manager and chief of staff for Governor and Senator Angus King




    “A hysterical—and historical—glance over our collective shoulder at Maine life. I literally could not put it down, reading nearly the entire book in one sitting! As a humorist, I have always known that the funniest tales are those that emanate from real life. The contributors to this book have proven me correct. If laughter truly is the best medicine, keep this volume next to your medicine chest!”




    —Gary Crocker, author of The Best of Gary Crocker: Maine Humorist Comedy




    “A big thumbs-up. A very funny reminder of Maine’s true political life and times and a wonderful look at our fascinating and unique Maine history. I found it both humorous and illuminating.”




    —Gerard Dennison, founder of the Franco-American Heritage Center




    “Highlights prominent Mainers who have forged Maine’s political leadership from Bill Cohen to Dana Connors and underscores a political axiom that you cannot take yourself too seriously in Maine politics. A must-read for anyone who wants to be a political professional and everyone who needs a good laugh.”




    —Patrick Woodcock, president and CEO, Maine Chamber of Commerce
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    FOREWORD




    MAINE HUMOR IS NOT AN OXYMORON WHEREAS UTAH HUMOR IS. MAINE humor is droll and understated. Americans generally get it when someone attempts a Maine accent when telling a joke. The Down East dialect is widely recognizable across the nation in much the same way that Brook-lynese is recognized. Both stand out for their regional authenticity.




    Like many Americans, I first encountered Maine humor by listening to the wildly popular Bert and I records in the 1960s. When I arrived in Brunswick, Maine, as a freshman at Bowdoin College in 1970, my fellow classmates and I were intent on repeating the Bert and I stories, usually employing a very poor imitation of a Down East accent. When the fraternity parties wound down late at night, we often drove down to nearby Freeport where L.L.Bean was open twenty-four hours a day. There we sat and listened transfixed to the retired Maine Guides who worked the night shift and enjoyed telling their own Maine jokes and stories.




    Chris Potholm arrived in Brunswick the same year I did. He and his beautiful wife, Sandy, moved there so that Chris could begin his fifty-year teaching career in Bowdoin’s Government Department. Seeing Sandy on campus that year, I struck up a conversation and asked her for a date, not knowing that she was married to my gov professor. Over the years, we became very close friends. My book publishing company, Rowman & Littlefield, published a dozen books for Chris as well as an oral history of the 1972 Bill Cohen for Congress campaign that Chris managed and for which I served as an advance man.




    I was also fortunate to meet Bob Bryan—half of the Bert and I duo—when our Down East Books imprint published Bob’s autobiography in 2014. Down East also published several collections of Bert and I stories. Bob was a lovely man, an ordained Episcopal minister who flew his own plane to remote Labrador to tend to a small congregation there. He was a Yalie from Locust Valley with an accent to match his upper-crust background. He learned Maine stories summering on a lake in Maine as a boy. One memorable day, Bob and I met another famous Maine humor-ist, Tim Sample, in a recording studio in Portland. The two seasoned storytellers proceeded to crack each other up retelling their favorite Maine tales. It was a magical afternoon.




    When Chris suggested that we publish this collection of original Maine stories, I jumped at the chance. As the leading expert on Maine politics and polling for the last fifty years, Chris knows everyone in the state and where to find the gems you will enjoy in this collection. His co-editors have had distinguished careers in Maine and know the state’s nuances and eccentricities better than most. Dave was a three-term Congressman from Maine’s First Congressional District and served as deputy director of the U.S. Arms Control and Disarmament Agency before founding Scientific Marketing and Analysis in Maine. Dennis was a reporter for the Lewiston Daily Sun, the Maine Times, and the Portland Press Herald and served as Governor Angus King’s press secretary and communications director, later creating Savvy, Inc., a public relations firm.




    Together they have assembled a marvelous bouillabaisse for us to enjoy.




    Jed Lyons, Publisher




 

  




  



INTRODUCTION




    MAINE IS A UNIQUE STATE IN MANY WAYS.




    It’s the only state with just one syllable.




    It’s the only state bordered by only one other state.




    And we would argue also that it’s unique in its homegrown humor, storytelling, and way of life. Certainly, lots of Mainers think so.




    Mainers are born storytellers. At any gathering—wedding, funeral, bowling alley, bean supper, hunting lodge, or local tavern—you’ll hear wild, unique, mostly humorous tales about life in Maine, some of them true, many of them embellished, and many repeated over and over for effect.




    Many of our jokes and life stories have a bucolic, rustic, small-town flavor, capturing innate wisdom from the Maine coast and inland. Our humor also talks of Mainers living lives of note, struggle, and triumph. The accounts at once underscore and appreciate the denizens of those areas and treat folk wisdom as a treasure to be appreciated in the retelling.




    For example, in a long-running popular joke, a reporter asks an old Maine farmer, “What is the greatest invention of the twentieth century?” The farmer replies instantly, “The thermos.” The reporter is quite incredulous and says, “Well why do you say that?” The farmer counters, “Because it keeps hot things hot and cold things cold.”




    “So?” follows up the reporter.




    The farmer grins, “Well, but how do it know?”




    There is lots of humor in everyday life in Maine that you can hear if you listen to the conversations of others as you are going about your business.




    For example, listen the next time you are out and about and you might hear some oft-heard, native Maine bons mots.




 

 When encountering an old friend in a Hannaford or Shaw’s supermarket or even the small corner store, you might hear them exclaiming in a loud voice, “Hey, good to see you, so you’re out on bail?”




    This greeting is usually good for a laugh from the friend and strange looks from bystanders.




    Or vice versa.




    Another formerly widespread staple for greeting friends and neighbors alike was this salutation in the Great North Woods of Maine during the fall: “Got your deer yet?”




    Note the accent on “your” since it is assumed that you have worked all year long to protect that particular deer from coyotes and other creatures of the wild so that you might slay it yourself.




    Over the years, the most likely location for this salutation was north and west of Augusta. Unfortunately, in the Maine of today, you are now probably more likely to hear this greeting in the towns of York or Cape Elizabeth where there are five times as many deer per square mile as in the North Country. Affirmative answers today in that part of the world also probably mean you ran into your deer with your car.




    Another very widely—and certainly overused—phrase, thankfully finally beginning to fade due to over and often strained usage, is “You can’t get thay’a from he’ah.” Three or four generations of Mainers have waited with bated breath for some rube from away to ask how to get to X so they could gleefully explain that it is impossible.




    Marshall Dodge and later Tim Sample made that phrase a staple, and its enduring character even shows up unscripted from time to time and place to place in real life. For example, when Bill Cohen was first campaigning in Lubec some time ago, he looked quizzically across the sparkling water toward Eastport where he was due in twenty minutes—his campaign manager first shrugged and then asked one of the residents, “How can we get there from here?” pointing to that beloved town to the north. Laughingly, that fine voter said, “You can’t get there from here. You have to flip backwards, turn around, and drive all the way back around through Whiting and Dennysville.” Thus was the candidate forty-five minutes late for his talk in Eastport and thereafter took over the job of driver for himself, someone “who knew how to get there from here.”




 

 Maine, throughout its long history, has produced much humor and some topnotch humorists and comedians. For example, Bangor native Richard Golden, playing the lead role as Old Jed Prouty in his widely acclaimed 1889 play of the same name, is credited by many historians with creating and nationalizing Downeast humor.




    The late nineteenth and early twentieth century saw another major humorist in action. Holman Day authored numerous popular books about Maine’s Great Woods and its ever-demanding coast, including King Spruce, Blow the Man Down, and The Rider of King Log. But it is his highly regarded and often overlooked humor in such works as Kin O’Ktaadn and When Egypt Went Broke that provide considerable humor and pithy insights delivered in regional far-fetched yarns:




    I went up to the Skowhegan Fay’ah last summah. There was stock caa racin,’ divin’ from the high platfo’m, and teams uv hosses pullin’ against each uth’aa. The fea’cha attraction on the last day of the fay’ya was the releasing of a light’a than a’ya b’loon, and I won the chance to go along for the ride. In a few minutes, we wuz up over the tents, and in an hour, we wuz up in the clouds. We decided to let out some a’ya (pssssssch) so we could come down to see just way’ah we wuz. We saw a faa’ma plowing in his field, so I leaned ovah the side and holla’d, “Where aaah we?”




    “In a b’loon, ya damned fool!”




    or,




    Kenneth Fowl’a had had an awful season. Everything he planted was eaten by blackbirds as soon as he scatta’d the seed, fy’ah destroyed his blu’bry grounds at ra’kin time, and termites ate up his ice house. On top of that, a stray cat drowned in his well. So long ’bout Octobah, he decided he better go out hunt’n and stock up on food for the wintah. So he took his gun, the one with the side-by-side barrels and headed out for th’ woods. He maa’ched along all day without firing a shot, till long ’bout sundown, when he spied a fox about two rods distance and took careful aim. Just as he pulled the trigga, he spied another fox about twenty feet from the first. The shot hit a rock, splitted in two, and killed both foxes; the kick from the gun knocked him into the stream behind him; and when he come to, his right hand was on an otta’s head; the left hand was on a beava’s tail; and his trousa pockets was so full of trout that a button popped of his fly and killed a paatridge.





    The magic is almost entirely found in the oral presentation, occasionally reinforced by vocal sound effects and onomatopoeia; simply reading these stories as prose is a nearly worthless endeavor and perhaps even a little frightening to some (as seen below!) because the flavor and atmosphere is entirely missing.




    We think an appreciation of this humor also requires having some context, such as knowing something about Maine and possibly knowing a few authentic Maine characters as well. Dave remembers that when he was first elected to Congress and moved to DC, he tried out a few Bert and I stories with his own Maine accent, and they fell flat because his DC audience had no frame of reference. Consequently, he gave up.




    We still love these stories and (purely by mental osmosis) have committed many of them to memory. So these stories live on. Sadly, Marshall Dodge was killed in a hit-and-run accident while vacationing in Hawaii in 1982. We still miss him.




    However created by talent “from away” and surely stereotyped over time, the humor of Dodge and Bryan conveyed an underlying love of the state and its people and underscored many of their colloquialisms and oddments.




    Twenty years after the advent of the Bert and I record’s first appearance (which was followed by More Bert and I and The Return of Bert and I), they published a book, Bert and I and Other Stories from Down East.




    It was a big success.




    Interestingly enough, revisiting this historic tome as we were putting together this volume, your intrepid editors were struck—overwhelmed, actually—by the surprising amount of mayhem, danger, and death that abound in that beloved work. Indications were that life on the frontier was dangerous! In one vignette, for example, a moose is shot in the leg on purpose and then exhibited to townspeople as a wonderment; in another, Bert and his captain friend are run down by the Bangor Packet and their lobster boat sunk; in another, an unidentified body is found in the kelp. There’s also a story in which a game warden is run over by the village librarian.




    Say what?




    There are even more disasters elsewhere in the short, whimsical tome: a faithful dog is shot dead by his owner; a beloved wife’s coffin is misplaced; and an aunt dies on route from California while an untidy lobsterman is pulled to his death by his own warp line.




    Talk about strange.




    Where did they get these stories?




    As occasional Maine resident George W. Bush once said upon hearing Donald Trump’s first inaugural address, “That was some weird s***.”




    Upon revisiting these stories today, they do seem to reflect surprisingly dark humor indeed.




    At least dark subject material.




    From our perspective today, one can only wonder about the mind-scape of the authors at the time these were all put to pen.




    Their Maine, one now realizes, was apparently experiencing a most dangerous period, but reading their account, at least we can be thankful that war with Canada and an outbreak of the bubonic plague were avoided during the period the authors were chronicling.




    And no one was stoned to death for blasphemy either.




    But, for sure, a lot of locals shuffled off their mortal coils in their telling.




    For his part, Tim Sample (who today always seems so much more cheerful and upbeat and positive on TV selling hearing aids in competition with Joe Namath) seamlessly slipped into that humorous Down East world. After Dodge’s death in Hawaii in 1982, Sample paired up with Bert and I co-founder Bob Bryan to make a record called How to Talk Yankee, which they described as the first and only “Downeast Foreign Language Record.”




    Then, for the next forty years, Sample toured Maine and New England, and for eleven years, provided Charles Kuralt and the CBS Sunday Morning show with vignettes about the Pine Tree State for a segment called Postcards from Maine. Sample has also had a long, long career in standup comedy, and his beloved books include Saturday Night at Moody’s Diner, Born in Maine, and Answers to Questions Nobody Was Askin’.




    Another important humorist is Kendall Morse, both as a singer and a writer, as well as a beloved raconteur. In the 1970s, he hosted In the Kitchen on Maine Public Television. He published several collections of his stories: Father Fell Down the Well and Stories Told in the Kitchen (which features the tongue-in-cheek warning on the cover, “C’mon in! If my coffee don’t kill ye . . . my stories might!”).




    Among the Maine humorists he featured on his show were Marshall Dodge, Bruce McGorrill (Saturday Night in Dover-Foxcroft), Joe Perham, Don Taverner, Henry Hatch, Bill Gagnon, and Edward “Sandy” Ives (George Magoon and the Down East Game War).




    And who can forget the WCSH weatherman and later general manager Lew Colby (real name: Lewis Bowlby), who in the 1960s and 1970s provided listeners and viewers with humorous and often preposterous weather forecasts from his mythical town of Hannibal’s Crossing in central Maine? Colby is also credited with creating the station’s “Storm Center” and “Coats for Kids” special programs. His outreach efforts were usually accompanied by droll humor.




    Of course, no retrospective on Maine humor and storytelling would be complete without noting John McDonald and his books such as A Moose and A Lobster Walk into a Bar, A Maine Dictionary, Ain’t He Some Funny, and Moose Memoirs and Lobster Tales: As True as Maine Stories Ought to Be, which capture additional dimensions of the Maine political and cultural scenes, especially the humor found in small-town events and characters.




    McDonald’s long-running WGAN call-in talk show was a must for politicians and listeners alike, and he toured Maine from one end to the other, performing comedic routines that delighted people of all ages. He also was a founder of the Maine Storytellers Festival.




    Moreover, in his introduction to A Moose and a Lobster, McDonald gives us an excellent description of traditional Maine humor:




    The sheer velocity of life in Maine is slower than other places, so our humor tends to be unhurried; it’s allowed to take its time and develop unimpeded as it should—the way we’ve always liked it.





 

    Also of long duration center stage on the Maine humor front was Robert Skoglund, who, as “The humble Farmer,” provided newspaper columns, radio programs, books such as Chicken Poop for the Reader’s Soil, and podcasts. Skoglund, who died in 2024, was sometimes referred to as “New England’s answer to Garrison Keillor” (although that was fortunately before the latter’s MPBN talk show host ran afoul of the #MeToo movement).




    Skoglund continued the long tradition of Maine humor with rural echoes, although occasionally with a bit more of an edge than the likes of John Gould, but fortunately, quite a bit less dark material from the dark web of their imaginations than found in Bert and I and Other Stories from Down East.




    Another important humor writer in Maine is Don Levesque, the longtime columnist and eventual editor and publisher of the St. John Valley Times in Madawaska. His weekly column, Mes Cinq Sous (My Five Cents), captures the spirit and community of Acadia as well as the Maine of today in the St. John Valley and was instrumental in bringing the World Acadian Congress to Northern Maine. His dictionary of Franco-American patois, Le Parler de Chez Nous (The Language of Our House), blends words from Franco-American Atlantic Canada and Maine and is an important guide to the 85 percent of the population of the St. John Valley, whose native language is French.




    For other “Maine humor” by Maine celebrities, interested readers can tap the long and often droll running commentary of John Christie and such contemporary comics as Emma Willmann, Andrea Martin, the ever-edgy Bob Marley, Joe Perham, Dennis Fogg, Ian Stuart, Jason Brett Hodgdon, Karmo Sanders, George Hamm, Brett Somers, Ben Roy, Jessica Delfino, Ryan Gaul, (the late) Charles Rocket, Ian Harvie, John O’Hurley, Justin Timothy Kimball Morse, Gary Crocker, Lisa Belise, Connor McGrath, and Theo Von.




    This is indeed an impressive list for those looking for “Maine humor” in the past and the present. If you’d like to read more rural Maine vernacular and its concomitant patois check out our very own Tall Tales from the Tall Pines, the hunting and fishing adventures of Snappy and Gus by one of your intrepid editors, Chris Potholm.




 

 But your faithful editors have long believed there is considerably more, essentially untapped, everyday humor in Maine, especially in the conduct of its politics and the process of growing up and life in the Pine Tree State with all of its marvelous dimensions.




    We also think Maine is unique in its living as well as its laughing: what Governor (now Senator) Angus King has termed our “flinty self-reliance,” how Maine people cope with the demands not only of our rugged coast and vast inland forests but everything in between as well. This aspect is innately tied to our sense of the antic and the humorous in the Pine Tree State.




    Thus “The Maine Way” of living and laughing is the focus of this work as we seek to capture the enduring spirit of the place.




    We laugh as we live. We live as we laugh.




    Hence, we have assembled a wide-ranging collection of Maine voices from many walks of life to share their humorous and insightful vignettes. While we can assert that not only are the authors included of absolutely no threat to the above-mentioned standup comics—although the wiser ones among those stand-ups still standing tall might well wish to sign up some of our contributors as writers—we believe they bring a much wider spectrum of points of humorous tales and life views, even if many are more softly and sometimes indirectly presented. Many of them also capture that “flinty self-reliance” as a theme as they ponder their growing up and living in the Pine Tree State.




    What follows in this work are thus many different voices capturing that Maine, featuring its idiosyncratic nature and its truly unique nature.




    We celebrate life in Maine with:




    Tales of humor in Maine and Maine humor.




    Tales of real fun—and often irony—in Maine life without pretension. 




    We have high hopes that the authors included have captured so much of the uniqueness that is Maine.




    In fact, we go considerably further, believing as we do that this work—including its editors—represents the finest collection of ne’er-do-wells, touts, brigands, local yokels, wags, jockapoos, truants, dubs, lay-a-bouts, desperados, malingerers, rubes, lollygaggers, eccentrics, oddballs, bozos, miscreants, posers, yakabees, under-achievers, mooncalves, mutton heads, yahoos, bumpkins, loafers, wackadoodles, misfits, mavericks, free spirits, dweebs, and rejects from the cool kids’ table they so eagerly sought to join in high school ever assembled in one place.




    Dip into this collection and you will, no doubt, be forced to agree, even if that conclusion seems likely to run against your better judgment as you read this fulsome introduction.




    The vignettes in this volume include contributions from the print and electronic media, the political realm of consultants and participants, as well as from an overall variety of Mainers who just tell funny and insightful stories that we have captured here for the first time.




    Stylistically, this work is divided into two principal parts (which can and do overlap in some themes as well), those from the political realm, “Back When Politics Was Fun,” and the nonpolitical realm “Living and Laughing in the Pine Tree State.”




    The contributions provide a wide variety of topics and settings.




    For example, mistaken identity and its humorous aspects are captured by a number of contributors, including Bill Nimitz (Gerry, Gerry), Dana Connors (Mistaken Identity, which includes Dave Emery’s brief addition, Je Ne Sais Quoi), and Ruth Foster (Politics 101).




    The joys, trials, and tribulations of the campaign trail and those who trod it as well as those who chronicle it are underscored by Janet Mills (Everybody Needs Help on the Campaign Trail), Pat Callaghan (Fun with Wireless Microphones and Underdogs Welcome), Rob Caldwell (A Bull, a Bush, and Some Fried Dough), Angus King (He’s Still Dead), Don Carrigan (Feeling the Heat), Tony Payne (My Rookie Season), John Baldacci (Amusing Incidents at the Front Door of History), Bill Diamond (Going to Heaven After All), Dennis Bailey (The Court Jester), William C. Cohen (On the Road), Chris Potholm (Henry Kissinger Channels Jesus of Nazareth, A Cardinal Trumps a Bishop, Mocking the Mock Convention, and A Walk, a Ride, and a Possible Retirement Home), Dave Emery (Read the Signs More Carefully Next Time!), Corey Hascall (Maine and Mitchell, Guns and Pigs), Ethan Strimling and Phil Harriman (Stories We Don’t Usually Tell), Ruth Foster (Politics 101), Spiros Droggitis (Finding Leg Room on the Campaign Trail), and Dennis Bailey (Prediction Follies).




 

    Growing up in Maine and some of its true indoor as well as outdoor adventures also prove to be enduring themes in the writings by Dennis Bailey (Land of the Disappointing Toys, The Birds and the Bees and the Sonny Newcomb Word), Will Davis (COVID Caper s), Keith Brown (Charlie’s Bull), Scott Hood (Deah Pahts), Bob Whelan (The Brothers Strike Back), Dave Emery (The Curse of a Weak Stomach and Dating High Jinks in DC), and Chris Potholm (Investor Blues and The Last Patrol).




    Loving portraits of those formerly on the Maine scene, which also illuminate our uniqueness, are also captured by Edie Smith (Ode to Brother George), Maria Fuentes (Good Clean Fun at the Maine State House), Bobby Reynolds (Jimmy), Paul Mills (And He Liked the Ladies), and Dave Emery (A Hair-Raising Event).




    Irony and that flinty self-reliance—some of it worth its weight in carefully mined gold—also abounds in many of the contributions, such as Larry Benoit (Arrest the Jesus Lady?), Juliana L’Heureux (The Tale of the Bat Boy and the President), Jordan DeCoster (Gun Running for a Good Cause), and Dave Emery (And . . . Don’t Forget the Key!).




    Maine people sharing stories that made them smile and laugh and/ or give you a sense of true life in Maine are included as we remember the earlier words of Kendall Morse, who once wrote, “Humor is the opiate of the melancholy.”




    Your faithful editors hope you will enjoy this wide-ranging collection with its examples of humor in daily Maine life from those who live in our beloved Pine Tree State. We dedicate this work to the sturdy people of Maine.




    We hope that you will have as much fun reading these vignettes as we did writing and assembling them dedicate this volume and that it provides mirth for, as Stephen King has written, “You can’t deny laughter; when it comes, it plops down in your favorite chair and stays as long as it wants.”




    Chris Potholm, Dave Emery, and Dennis Bailey
2025




    

  




  

    PART I




    BACK WHEN POLITICS WAS FUN




    OF COURSE POLITICS IS OFTEN ABOUT SERIOUS MATTERS AND NEEDS TO be dealt with accordingly. Yet an intrinsic and important dimension is the humor that it can—and we would argue, should—produce.




    Especially politics in Maine.




    Included in this section are a variety of vignettes devoted to the fun of politics in both campaigns and in governing. We Mainers have always prided ourselves in our ability to laugh at our many examples of humor on the campaign trail.




    In this section, the colorful people who run for office and run political campaigns, share their most memorable experiences.




    Your editors laughed, often out loud, when they first read these pieces.




    We hope you will too.




    

  




  



ON THE ROAD




    William S. Cohen




    IN 1972, I DECIDED TO RUN FOR A SEAT IN CONGRESS AND CALLED UPON my Bowdoin classmate and dear friend Professor Christian Peter Pot-holm to manage my campaign, an endeavor for which we both lacked foreknowledge of the hazards we were likely to encounter.




    At the time, I was a lean lad of thirty-two and open to both reasonable and mildly insane suggestions. Chris exploited the latter vulnerability and proposed that in my quest to capture the hearts and minds of voters I strike out on a 650-mile walk across Maine’s Second Congressional District, the largest political land mass east of the Mississippi.




    Highly ambitious but equally skeptical of the merits of this uber marathon, I worried that I might twist an ankle on the rocky, soft shoulders of the secondary roads that lay ahead. I donned a pair of heavy-soled, thick leather boots at the very edge of the “Live Free or Die” state at Gilead, Maine with the hope that the boots would last until I crossed the finish line at the border of what was (then) our closest geopolitical ally.




    The hike was an epic but dangerous undertaking, as Canadian citizens from Toronto and Montreal hurtled along Route 2 at 70 to 75 mph on their way to the sandy delights offered at Old Orchard Beach, Ogunquit, and points south.




    While most vacationers honked and waved at what they assumed was a sunstruck homeless man or lost asylum seeker, a few tossed an empty Coke or beer bottle my way as a non-vulgar gesture of their disapproval.




 

 It was mostly a joyous experience, though, and far less stressful than enduring root canal surgery without the benefit of Novocain or nitrous oxide.




    Along the way, I met thousands of people in their homes, small shops, shoe factories, textile mills, and paper companies. I was not only able to relate to future constituents in a deeply personal way but also learned some important lessons about what not to do as a candidate for political office.




    Rule #1: Never wear a pair of construction boots if you plan to walk an average of twenty miles a day unless you are willing to tolerate blisters the size of silver dollars and be forced to make emergency stops at local hospitals for what could be euphemistically called a surgical pedicure.




    Rule #2: Avoid barrooms before (and after) noon.




    While halfway along the Appalachian Trail, I passed through a small town with one traffic light that seemed to be permanently stuck on green, which I took as a subliminal signal for strangers to avoid stopping.




    There were a few scattered buildings, but one that appeared to be a gathering place for local residents had flashing neon lights in the window promoting Budweiser.




    As I intrepidly opened the door, I stepped into a dark room that contained a few small tables that were occupied by some rather large men. The lights from the bar managed to provide the only illumination in the room. One man was sitting on a stool facing the brightly, back-lit bottles of bourbon, gin, vodka, and scotch stacked in front of a smoky mirror. He was dressed in worn jeans and a red flannel shirt. He had shoulders the width of an aircraft carrier flight deck.




    As I approached the bar, I gingerly introduced myself saying, “Hi! I’m Bill Cohen and I’m running . . .”




    Before I could finish my practiced salutation, the man said in a tone that was not inviting, “I know who you are.”




    “Oh. Have we met before?” 




    “Sure have.”




    “Where was that?”




    “Courthouse in Bangor.”


 

    “Did I represent you?” I thought he might have been a former client of one of my law firm partners, as I couldn’t recognize his reflection in the mirror behind the bar.




    “You’re the son of a bitch who put me in jail.”




    There was menace in his voice, and I could feel a rumbling in my chest (which I came to know in later years as atrial fibrillation). I had served as an Assistant Penobscot County Attorney for three years, and my memory was instantly jarred into recall. He had battered his wife (presumably now his ex-wife) and I had recommended that his anger management treatment include some prison time.




    It would have been prudent for me to call for backup. The problem was that cell phones had not been invented and I had no backup to summon as I had insisted upon making the trek alone. The synaptic gaps started firing off in my brain and the thought came (and quickly went) that I should reach for the .357 Magnum that I used to carry as a summertime constable at Chris Potholm’s (a brother-in-arms policeman) neighborhood in Old Lyme, Connecticut. Except . . . that I had decided that carrying even a less lethal Dirty Harry firearm (Harry’s was a .44 Magnum) as a political candidate would reflect either a certain lack of confidence in my physical prowess or that I had a penchant for violence rather than diplomacy.




    Nervously, I said, “Well, I hope that it was a short sentence and . . .” as I eased toward the exit door and made as fluid a departure as my pride and the situation allowed.




    Rule #3: If courting women’s votes, beware of No Trespassing signs, even those not posted.




    While trudging along the last fifty or so miles of my walk, with my ace fieldman Jed Lyons, I decided to enter a small beauty shop in Presque Isle. I assumed that the lady patrons would welcome a smiling young man stopping in to pay them a compliment during their beautification sessions.




    When I stepped inside the entrance door, I inhaled the scent of industrial-grade hairspray and saw five women, some of whom seemed to be wearing helmets designed by Elon Musk (I’m time shifting here) for interplanetary travel.


 

    Immediately, all gaiety ceased and the room went silent.




    Ever the optimist, I launched into my radio-voiced “elevator speech.” “Hi, I’m Bill Cohen and—”




    I got no further. The owner of the establishment, in a voice that produced that now-familiar rumbling in my chest, said, “You really shouldn’t be here Mr. Cohen. These women are entitled to their privacy and you . . .”




    My legs had turned from walk-muscled to overcooked linguini. I pivoted around (not quite ballerina-graceful) and eased my way out the front door, thankful that the proprietor did not hurl a lead-handled brush at my head.




    Rule #4: Never lose control.




    Eager to participate in local events that would persuade citizens that I, having inhaled the big city helium that lifts small-town boys to dizzying heights, had not “gone Washington.”




    Unwisely, I agreed when my (I thought!) faithful field man Jed Lyons got me to ride a horse in a popular parade. My riding credentials consisted of driving cars powered by three-hundred horsepower engines, not riding horses that weighed nine hundred pounds.




    I did my best to project the self-confident stature of Roy Rogers or Lash LaRue to the several hundred residents who had gathered along the parade route with their children.




    I waved and smiled at the faces in the crowd trying my best to project competence in the saddle when an antique car backfired and let loose the sound of a rifle shot. The horse I was riding (or sitting on) rose up. I dropped the reins and suddenly I was racing down the highway wrapping my arms around the horses neck vainly shouting for him to stop—I didn’t know whether to call “him” Trigger or Black Diamond at that moment but didn’t think calling out his or its name would have slowed down what was a full gallop.




    Fortunately, a fourteen-year-old girl, who just had to be related to Calamity Jane, raced after me, catching up after the length of a football field, and brought the aspiring Kentucky Derby wannabe to a halt.




    Chiding me mildly (she had to be a future presidential candidate), she said, “Mr. Cohen, you should never drop the reins of a horse. Never.”




 

    She led me back to the parade to the rousing applause and laughter of the local crowd while I smiled as if I had enjoyed that little excursion and silently vowed to “rein in” my horse for the rest of the parade—and fire the staff member who thought it was wise to put me on that horse. I couldn’t seem to find Jed at the moment.




    Rule #5: Never trust a pinniped.




    My experience with sea life would have been classified as nonexistent—that is, until I met Andre the seal. My campaign activities were generally limited to terra firma, but on one occasion while making my way up the Maine coast, I paid a visit to Rockport to meet the local hero who had achieved movie fame.




    Andre was an orphan pup harbor seal that had been raised by Harry Goodridge, Rockport’s harbormaster. Andre was known as a friendly and fun-loving soul who performed various tricks for the local community. Andre spent winters in a Boston aquarium and upon being released in the spring, he would make his way back to Rockport just about the same time each year.




    While attending a summer event in Rockport I thought it might be good for me to shake “hands” with the local hero whose name was far more popular than mine.




    As I cruised around the harbor in a fishing boat, Andre decided to join the ride as a passenger. All went smoothly, although my attempts to make conversation with Andre were awkward.




    Finally, when we neared the end of the cruise and approached the dock, Andre’s mood shifted. While my gaze was fixed on those standing at the dock to welcome us back, Andre launched a sneak attack and bit me high on my buttocks.




    I reached back and could feel that my exquisitely tailored jeans (actually just Wranglers) had been ripped. I looked accusingly at Andre and was prepared to utter a spate of expletives. But a reporter aboard, armed with a dangerous recorder and Nikon camera, deterred me from taking retaliating action even if it was only verbal.




    I gave Andre my best Clint Eastwood stare. “Are you feeling lucky punk?” (“I mean pup. Don’t bite me again”).


 

    Andre just stared back. He wasn’t playing, and he looked as though he might go for seconds. Fortunately, we arrived safely at the dock and I made my way out of the boat trying to shield my backside as much as possible for fear that the reporter aboard would write a headline that said “Lovable Andre Bites Cohen! Shreds Cohen’s clothes and casts doubt over his political future.”




    There are other such lessons I could pass on, such as, “Never enter a stockcar race at the Spud Speedway in Aroostook County with a driver called the Flying Frenchman of Madawaska.”




    Or, again at the suggestion of the—you guessed it—the ever-intrepid Jed Lyons, “Never knock on car windows at a Houlton drive-in theater playing an XXX movie called Boxcar Bertha.”




    But those, dear reader, must await Volume II of Real Life, Real Funny.




    

  




  

     

    A HAIR-RAISING INCIDENT




    Dave Emery




    HATTIE BICKMORE, A WIDOWED MOTHER OF FIVE AND A MARINE Corps veteran, was the Republican State Chair as well as District Administrator for my First District Congressional office during my eight years as Congressman. A resident of Cumberland, her presence was felt from one end of the state to the other, and the various factions in the party: conservative, moderate, and whatever passed for progressive in those days felt comfortable with her.




    Hattie was fun-loving and gregarious and made friends very easily. She was also fearless when in the company of powerful figures. I remember the time she met Henry Kissinger and called him “sweetheart.” Kissinger had come to Maine for a Republican State Committee fund-raiser, as I recall, in Portland.




    Amid the horrified expressions on the faces of the assembled dignitaries, and to their great surprise, her unorthodox introduction elicited a broad smile from Kissinger, a former Secretary of State and former National Security Advisor, and one of the world’s most highly respected and influential diplomats despite his numerous detractors, especially opponents of the Vietnam War.




    “Why thank you, Hattie” he replied.




    Hattie could always laugh at herself, a characteristic that made her popular and welcome wherever she went. And there were plenty of occasions that called for self-effacing humor.




    A lot of them.




    I remember several with great fondness.




 

    There was a time during the 1970s when women’s wigs were much in vogue and a woman could easily change her hairstyle or hair color simply by adorning herself with the wig of her choice. Many women in politics did. So Hattie bought one and wore it proudly to dinner one evening at a popular Portland restaurant.




    The problem was, Hattie wasn’t quite used to that wig. Although it was a fashion statement, the wig was hot. And it itched. And it didn’t seem to fit just right. I guess said wig had not been vetted, politically or otherwise! So Hattie couldn’t resist the temptation to try to adjust it occasionally with her fingers, just to be sure it was properly arrayed over her real hair. She fiddled with it through the salad and the soup, but it never seemed to stay where she put it for very long.
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