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  Dedicated to the memory of my grandfather, Clarence Goddard, for passing me the salt.







  “The cure for anything is salt water: sweat, tears, or the sea.”




  —Isak Dinesen






  
INTRODUCTION





  In the dim glow of a summer evening in 1945, a six-year old boy stood at the end of a wharf and slowly poured salt from a five-pound bag into the ocean below. Except for the surroundings and the boy’s bare feet, he might have been an altar boy in a ceremony of the Catholic Church. The thin, weathered man standing close by his side spoke, “All of us who take our living from the sea must give back to the sea. If we care for the sea, it will provide for us.”




  The old man was my grandfather, Clarence Goddard, and I was that small boy. The ritual took place on grandfather’s wharf on Dingley Island, in Harpswell, Maine.


  

  Clarence and his brother Howard owned Goddard Bros. Ice. They harvested and sold ice to Portuguese schooners headed for the Grand Banks They also lobstered, built boats, maintained wharfs and floats for summer folk, kept chickens, two cows, pigs, a horse, and a garden, and somehow found time to father ten children between them. The industrious Goddard brothers were not unlike thousands of other men along the long, rugged coast of Maine.
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  From left: grandfather Clarence, great-uncle Howard, and great-grandfather, Frank Goddard pose at the farm on Dingley Island, Harpswell, Maine in 1914.
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  The Goddard Brothers’ ice house. The double walls were 12 inches apart, and the gap was filled with sawdust insulation. Ice blocks slid down to the wharf on the rails in the foreground.
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 Harvesting the ice. The two men at left were poling ice blocks in an open channel. The huge blocks were then pulled up the ramp on a horse-powered conveyor.
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 After the ice blocks were weighed, grandfather Clarence and uncle Chester [Howard’s son] used pikes to slide the blocks to the fishing schooner in the background.
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A typical fishing schooner being loaded. Many Portuguese vessels loaded ice at Maine coastal ice houses before heading out to fish Georges Bank or the Grand Banks.
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 Great-uncle Howard delivering his day’s catch to Watson’s General Store in nearby Cundys Harbor. Howard and Clarence each hauled sixty traps by hand within a half mile of home.
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 Clarence’s seven children aboard “Joker,” the family’s one-lunger-powered Hampton. They are dressed up, probably for the occasional 25-mile shopping trip to Portland. It was quicker to go by boat than by automobile.




  The Town of Harpswell, Maine, consists of dozens of islands and three peninsulas that jut like long, arthritic fingers twelve miles into Casco Bay. The town is not unlike nearly 100 others that comprise a broad swath of rocky Maine coastline that stretches some 220 miles from Portland to Eastport.




  Diners at Cook’s Lobster House on Bailey Island can look across Harpswell Sound to Harpswell Neck and see people on the other shore. The distance is a mere half mile by water, yet twenty-seven miles by land. Imagine, if you will, making the trip by horse and carriage. What is now a forty-minute drive was an all-day journey at the time Harpswell was incorporated 250 years ago.




  Surviving in these coastal Maine peninsula and island communities required a combination of industriousness, flexibility, and self-sufficiency, coupled with a willingness to pull together in a tight-knit community. The majority of the early settlers were ideally suited to the challenge: poor but tough, hardworking Scotch, Irish, and English peasants, lured by the promise of freedom and, better yet, free land.




  Pull together they did. They created their own peninsula and island worlds. Even today, after most of the United States has turned to full-time professionals for every aspect of government: town manager, tax collector, fire chief, code enforcer, animal control officer, and police chief, many of these communities still rely almost exclusively on volunteers. Every year, during spring thaw, the residents gather in the town hall or local school for town meeting, a forum for socializing over sandwiches, cookies, and coffee (proceeds to benefit the cause of the day);vigorous debate; colorful displays of down east humor; and voting on 100 or more items of town business.




  The social structures in these towns are so complete and satisfying that few young people leave. Of those who venture beyond the next town, most eventually return, having found the wider world wanting. It is not unusual to find that ten percent or more of a town’s inhabitants share the same surname, and many of their family homes have been passed down through six or more generations.




  This feeling of place and destiny is instilled at an early age. One foggy morning I was drinking coffee on my boat while anchored in New Harbor, on Pemaquid Peninsula. A young boy rowing a skiff appeared out of the fog and noticed my shipboard cat. Fascinated by the cat, he began circling the boat, calling out to the cat.




  “Would you like to come aboard?” I asked.




  “Shoah [sure],” he answered. Expertly cleating his skiff’s bow line, he climbed aboard in flannel shirt, torn denim jeans and muddy clamdigger boots.




  “Where do you live?” I asked.




  “Right heah in New Haaba.”




  “How old are you?”




  “Nine.”




  “So what do you want to be when you grow up?”




  That gave him pause. He seemed puzzled by the concept either of growing up or of wishing to be something he wasn’t already. After pondering my question, he finally stated, “Lobsterman. Already got twelve traps.”




  “Wouldn’t you like to travel, to see the world?” I asked.




  “Why should I?”—this time without a second’s deliberation. “We got a movie theater right up to Damariscotta.” [Damariscotta lies at the head of the bay, a distance of twelve miles.]




  When a village is too small to support an eatery, the hub of the social network is often the post office. In these microcosms, the post-mistress is the equivalent of the Google search engine—a vast repository of town history, facts, and goings-on. Another true story, told to me by a native of Phippsburg, will illustrate the importance of this key position.




  John had been watching for a worrisome letter from the IRS. As the weeks passed, he became more and more concerned. Finally he broached the subject with the postmistress, “Dottie, I’ve been expecting a letter from the IRS....”




  “Why John, didn’t you find it? It looked real important, so I put it under the telephone in your kitchen.”




  Down East Mainers are, to put it mildly, not fond of larger forms of government, either state or federal. They are naturally taciturn, as if words are too precious to spare. If you ever wish to hear more than an “ayah” or “naow,” just ask them how they feel about any aspect of government.




  They don’t decry the need for regulations. They simply prefer to define and enforce their own rules—rules tailored to the needs of their immediate communities. A prime example is law enforcement, particularly as it applies to fisheries. Few of the hundred or more small Maine fishing communities have police departments. They don’t need them, as the following story demonstrates.




  Not too many years ago the lobstermen in one community suspected a poacher in their midst. Rather than calling in the County Sheriff or the Maine Marine Patrol, they waited for the sort of foggy day favored by poachers, then staked out the shore in the area he was thought to be working. It wasn’t long before he was spotted in a small skiff hauling up a trap not his own. The marine radio signal went out, and the designated enforcer roared out of the fog in his forty-foot lobsterboat and ran the skiff over. The skiff splintered and sank, leaving the poacher floundering and shouting, “Help, I can’t swim!”




  Drowning being considered excessive punishment for the crime of poaching, the man was pulled up with his arms over the boat’s gunwale. Then, without judge or jury [for they would have been unqualified to judge the heinousness of the crime], justice was rendered: the poacher’s arms were broken with blows of an oar and the man unceremoniously dumped onto the nearest dock. The poacher has never been seen in the area again. And it is likely he never poached again.




  Rather than lawless, these fishing communities are, in fact, among the most crime-free areas in the nation. For example, the 2006 FBI-reported property crime rate in Phippsburg was 4/1,000 residents versus the national average of 34/1,000. Every resident of these communities knows every other, or at least a brother or a cousin, and everybody knows the rules. Break the rules and you will be punished or banished—no police, fancy lawyers, judge or jail required. These are people who have long ago lost the keys to their front doors. These are people who leave the key to their pickup in the ash tray, just in case a neighbor has a bonafide need to borrow it.




  Other lobstermen may not have been as explicit as my grandfather in passing on the conservation ethic, but they were conservationists before the word existed. Long before fisheries committees and state and federal regulations, Maine lobstermen agreed among themselves to take only lobsters above and below certain size limits. The lower limit was to allow the lobsters to reach breeding age; the upper to preserve the larger, more prolific breeding females. In addition they instituted voluntary notching of the tails of any egg-bearing female caught. Like tattoos, the notches were for life, and notched females were never to be kept. While the rest of the world has been clear-cutting forests, extracting every barrel of oil, and catching every haddock in the sea, the Maine lobsterman has been tending his farm. To the astonishment of government regulators, the annual lobster catch continues to grow.




  Hear the word, “Maine” and three images probably come to mind: LL Bean, moose, and lobstering. The Maine lobsterman has become the iconic symbol of the Maine coast: hard working, rugged, honest, independent, the cowboy of the coast. But behind every lobsterman stands a sternman...a bait dealer, a diesel mechanic, a boatbuilder, a pastor, an auto mechanic, a fuel oil dealer, a general store owner, a road commissioner, the teachers of his children, and myriad other vital members of the community. And yes, there's usually a postmistress too.




  Like barnacles on a tidal ledge, these closely-knit communities cling to the edge of the sea. They have salt in their veins, and the Maine coast is their ecosystem. Here are some of their stories.




  NOTE




  People born in another state, no matter how well intentioned, no matter how generous with either money or time spent on volunteer committees, are forever relegated to the status “from away.” A much-loved woman, brought to Maine from Massachusetts at the age of two, was bestowed upon her death at age ninety-two the highest compliment possible for a person “from away.” Chiselled into her headstone are the words:




  Mable Smith
 b.1868 – d.1960
 Almost one of us




  During the writing of this book I encountered a few people from away who had similarly lived among the natives for sixty, seventy, even ninety years. I found them so “almost one of us” that I chose to include several of their stories as well.









  
SOUTH COAST Cape Elizabeth to Brunswick
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PHINEAS SPRAGUE





  Portland Yacht Services
Portland
Age 61
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 Munjoy Hill, Portland, with the Portland Company and Portland Yacht Services in the foreground.




  The Portland Company is a sprawling, nineteenth-century complex of brick buildings on ten acres of Portland waterfront. Before closing its manufacturing doors in 1978, the company had built 628 locomotives and 160 ships. Among the present occupants are a narrow guage railroad museum and Portland Yacht Services, owned and managed by Phineas Sprague, Jr., and his wife, Joanna.




  Joanna told me to meet “Phin” outside the entrance door at 10a. m.. When I arrived the marine complex was buzzing, and I wondered how I would distinguish Phin from the other boatyard workers.




  I didn’t wonder long. A head taller than the rest, with a neatly-trimmed white beard and old-fashioned wire-rimmed glasses, Phineas Sprague reminded me of photos of famous early geologists I’d seen in a book. Who did he remind me of: Charles Darwin, Louis Agassiz, John Wesley Powell?




  Phin led me up two flights of ancient creaking wooden stairs to a barn-like wooden office overlooking the complex. “This is where I come to think,” he said.




  I regarded his gentle, genial, intelligent visage. It felt like I was about receive a lecture on geology. Instead, I dove right in.




  
[image: chpt_fig_003]





  Phineas Sprague




  Phineas—now there’s an old name.




  That’s right. There have been fourteen Phineases since Spragues have been in New England.




  There has been a male child named Phineas in every generation?




  Not quite every generation, but for a long while it has been the first son in every generation. My son is Phineas, my father is Phineas, my grandfather was Phineas. The Sprague family came over in 1629 on a boat named the “Lion’s Whelp.”




  Actually, two Sprague families came over in the 1620s. One of them we are not related to. That was the Sprague Electric family. They had a governor of Rhode Island.




  My branch of the family stayed in the area around Malden, Massachusetts. They were a shipping family and ran vessels up and down the coast.




  When it was favorable to get an education, in the early 1800s, one of my relatives got a degree in geology. He ended up doing a lot of the early work in the Mesabi Range [the largest iron-ore deposit in the U.S., located in Minnesota]. Then he went to West Virginia and took a look at the bituminous coal down there. He came back to his dad and said, “Hey, look around. They’ve cut all the trees in New England. We’re going to have a fuel crisis.”




  The Spragues were forward looking.




  Yes. If you remember, the cities were growing rapidly, and they were having a difficult time bringing in firewood.




  I remember pictures of Maine coastal towns where there wouldn’t be a single large tree standing!




  That’s right. Because his dad was chartering vessels, he said let’s get into the coal business. So they helped set up the coal terminals in Newport News, Virginia, and ran coal mines in West Virginia. Then they brought coal up to New England to replace the wood they were running out of.




  Portland became a big coal port.




  Right. Coal replaced wood before oil became plentiful enough to be a dependable source of energy. The Sprague family had coal pockets [large structures for storing coal] in most of the towns in New England and largely controlled the distribution.




  The Sprague family had a monopoly on coal distribution in New England?




  We had a good position, a very good position, and until WWII we had a ship’s agent company called Sprague Steamship. They operated about sixty percent of the Liberty Ships. I basically grew up in that family.




  I imagine that, in spite of your family’s wealth, you didn’t think of your childhood as being at all special.




  You are right. My great grandfather, a thirty-third degree Mason and a wonderful person, bought a large piece of property during the period of the rusticators [wealthy early-twentieth-century vacationers from the big cities] in about 1906. At that time the cities were really nasty. They were unhealthy places to be in the summer, even Boston and Portland. If you had the money, you got out.




  He came up from Boston and bought land in Cape Elizabeth and Prouts Neck. He actually put a hotel in Prouts Neck, the Black Point Inn. My great grandmother ran it, and he bought the land that became Ram Island Farm in Cape Elizabeth to supply fresh produce to the Inn.




  He had great vision for the future. In a letter to his son he wrote, “Some day aero machines will land in Portland, the railroad will come to Portland, and this property faces South and West and has adequate water on it. In the future it will be an important place, not too far from Boston.”




  Were there any other visionaries in the family? I think it was visionary for you to buy this property. [The Portland Company: formerly a steel fabricating company situated on ten acres of the Portland Waterfront.] As I recall it was just an ugly abandoned locomotive factory.




  We don’t know whether we own it or it owns us! It’s a big property. It has a lot of potential. Great-grandfather would have said, “Someday this property will....” It depends on how much pain you want to take because, believe me, it’s painful.




  Business is very difficult in a state that doesn’t understand that the creation of equity is the source of the income for the government. The progressive cultural battle is self-defeating because they end up not having the revenue needed to do their programs. I think they have their hearts in the right place, but they don’t know how to run the checkbooks.




  In business school you learn that a great plan poorly executed is no better than a poor plan poorly executed. There is a cultural foundation for successful businesses. It’s the environment that people work under that is the foundation for success.




  You have grown up with that philosophy.




  Actually, I have not grown up with it. Great-grandfather was the hard worker, but grandfather, being born into a family with wealth, was very spoiled. He didn’t work very hard at all. That happens a lot: one generation builds and the next generation consumes. If the consuming generation consumes too much, that is the end of the family fortune. You can’t build a business with a playboy attitude.




  Building a business means being really considerate of the people working with you. They are your assets, your tools. And building a business is not about power; it’s about getting the right answer.




  So great grandfather was a sound businessman, but grandfather was somewhat of a playboy. How about your father?




  My dad got hurt by HIS dad. He was damaged.




  Did you observe this growing up?




  I observed it, but I was really more interested in geology. Dad went to Bowdoin with the head of the Geology Department at Syracuse, Gary Boone. When I was thirteen I went up to the woods with Gary as his field assistant. Instead of hanging around Prouts Neck and attending parties, I was out in the woods making piles of mosquito bodies while Gary was looking at the rocks. By the time I was a junior in college, I was a principal mapper for the State of Maine.




  When I was sixteen, my grandfather sent me down on my vacation into the coal mines in West Virginia. At that point we were the largest exporter of coal in the United States. One time I’d go to Newport News, and I’d stay with somebody in the company, and they’d teach me about how you could identify the quality of the coal in a big cargo. The next time I would go Beckley, West Virginia, and I would stay with a wonderful man who was the troubleshooter. At 5:30 in the morning there would be a phone call. The miners were striking; the feds had come in to close the mine; a tipple would be broken.




  I’d be down in the mines with him. There’d be a meeting, and he’d say, “Phin, keep your hands in your pockets and your mouth shut so they won’t know how stupid you are. I’ll tell you what happened after the meeting, but observe and keep your ears open.”




  This was as valuable as what you learned in college.




  Absolutely! I got to see the hopelessness of trying to run a business where the organizational behavior is flawed. Safety in the coal mines was basically controlled by the unions. The company had no control. Miners wouldn’t wear their masks because wearing a mask marked you as a wimp. They would be drilling into the overburden, which is usually sandstone, and they’d get silicosis [a lung disease caused by inhalation of mineral dust].




  And the company would be blamed?




  Of course. Down in the mine I’d see this young guy with a hollow drill bit, and he wouldn’t be wearing his mask. I’d go up to him and say, “What the hell are you thinking?” They were so interested in not being wimps that they wouldn’t wear their masks.




  We see this in our industry, too [Phin operates a boatbuilding and repair company, Portland Yacht Services] with volatile boatbuilding chemicals. Then I’d go to the same person’s house for a picnic on the weekend, and there would be his dad with a tube up his nose attached to an oxygen bottle. It just blew me away. I’m a sixteen-year old kid wondering, “What is wrong with this picture? How come our family can’t solve this problem?”




  The union participated in this because, if you fired him, they’d just pick up the next guy on the bench, and the next guy on the bench would be the same, so there was a pervasive antisafety, antipersonal care organizational behavior. That was one of the things that hit me in the head. All my life I’ve been trying to deal with that. It’s not only safety consciousness, it’s organizational behavior consciousness.




  What an organization needs is trust, and you get trust by establishing what is the acceptable norm, not by imposing something on someone. Not only follow the rules, but follow the rules because that is what you think is right. Everyone, the management and the workers, all have to internalize the rules.




  I can’t go out and count the number of screws somebody is buying for a particular job. I have to trust that they will think it out and buy the right number of screws. If in the middle of winter we are having a storm, and we have to go out and check the jackstands under the boats, I have to trust that the guy is actually going to do it and do it right. The primary responsibility of the boss is to establish the ethic.




  Is being the coach of the team a good analogy?




  Absolutely. You can’t do the batting or the fielding. You have to give them your best guidance, and when they leave they are going to turn what you have taught them into action. I still have this in my mind, seeing the dad with the tube up his nose.




  My grandfather sold the company while I was in college. It had been C.H. Sprague, and it turned into Sprague Energy. Basically, my grandfather was unable to perpetuate his legacy. There were serious challenges he was not equipped to deal with.




  Do you think you could have handled those challenges today?




  Who knows?




  Would you have tried?




  I would have been willing to try. I was the last Sprague employee of the Sprague Energy Company. I went down into the mines while I was at college and said goodbye to the miners.




  The people who bought the company didn’t want any more Spragues around. I was lost. Everything I had planned to do was suddenly gone. There weren’t any jobs in geology in Maine at the time. So I bought an old schooner and sailed around the world.




  Whoa! We are way ahead of where I wanted to be. I’d like to hear about your childhood. Let’s go back to your connection with the ocean, your first memory of the sea.




  We were living in Rhode Island, and every weekend we would come back to Ram Island Farm. We also had a place up at Sugarloaf, so we’d ski in the winter and come to the farm in the summer.




  I used to live in the horse barn, 600 feet from the house. The horse barn was “where it was at.” Even when I was six I lived in the horse barn. We played in the hay, and we were out in the fields when they were doing the mowing and baling. The farm is a saltwater farm, and it has lovely beaches.




  Suddenly one day I became allergic to hay, to horses, to cats, to cows, to about everything around a barn. My eyes would puff up, and my nose would run, so I could no longer go into the barn.




  A friend of my grandfather’s, Joe Barlow, had a sixteen-foot skiff on the beach so he could get out to his bigger boat. But it turned out to be too heavy to drag up and down the beach, so he gave it to me.




  How old were you when he gave you the boat?




  Six. I would be out on the water at eight in the morning when the dew had come off the grass, and I’d be in the southwest wind [the prevailing daytime wind direction along the coast in summer] all day, which kept me free of all the land pollen.




  There was Richmond Island and Little Ram Island, and the Spurwink River. It was a large protected area.




  My grandfather had a deal with one of the lobstermen, Stan Doughty, that he could have a lobster shack on the river with the condition he would keep an eye on me. Stan would be out there lobstering while I was out trying to get myself in trouble.




  Did you ever get to go on Mr. Doughty’s lobsterboat?




  Yeah, every time he rescued me! [laughs]. I used to have a little aluminum Grumman canoe, and when it blew northwest [off the shore], you had to paddle from the bow, and it was pretty scary for a little kid. Stan would be out there, and I’d be sitting there crying because I’d see the land receding.




  Stan would come up and stand off a little bit and watch me paddling like hell. He’d come over and he’d say, “Well, young Mr. Sprague, are you looking for a bus?” [we both laugh] He was just a wonderful man. Like having another father.




  Another time I went over onto Little Ram Island in the Grumman canoe. I was too little to pull it far up the beach. I used to collect the eggs from the sea gulls and put them in the incubator at the farm, so I’d have a pet seagull all summer. So I was out collecting seagull eggs, and the canoe took off. Here I am, frantic. How am I going to dig myself out of this hole? Around the corner comes Stan with the canoe in tow, and Stan says, “You lookin’ for somethin’ young Mr. Sprague?” He had a wonderful sense of humor.




  Earlier you said you bought this old schooner and sailed around the world—by yourself?




  I had three partners. We bought it together. I paid for the majority of it, but Dad wanted me to gather up some friends. In retrospect I probably wouldn’t do that again.




  Was the schooner in good shape? Was it capable of going around the world?




  It was ok. There are two parts to being seaworthy. One is the captain; the other is the boat. We had no interest in going around the Horn [Cape Horn, the tip of South America, which is the Mt. Everest of circumnavigation]. I had been following Irving Johnson in National Geographic for years. He was my hero, and he would go around the world in eighteen months. We had this feeling that
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 Phin Sprague at the helm.




  we could sail around the world in short order. It turned out not to be true. It took us almost four years.




  We got into a bad storm right off the bat. We didn’t leave until December. We got in a big storm between Newport and the Chesapeake. When the wind came around northeast, we were doing fifteen knots toward the Chesapeake. We were in a real hurry to get in. But we folded the boat around a watertight bulkhead that was put in to satisfy the Coast Guard. It busted five or six planks on that bulkhead.




  I didn’t even know it had happened. We dropped the boat off a wave, and it wasn’t until we hauled the boat in Lantana, Florida, to fix a leak that we discovered the broken planks. But that is where I met Joanna. She was a nurse at the hospital. I met her on Lantana Beach.




  We had a waterbed on the boat. We could fill it with water and tow it to the schooner if we ever ran out of water and couldn’t get into a dock.




  One day it was blowing like hell, and it was a weekend so there was no work going on, so Pierre and went down to Lantana Beach. We blew this water bed up, and we were sliding in on the waves in our green LL Bean shorts and Topsiders. Three girls came over and wanted to play. We’d throw them up on top of the water bed, and it would scoot in on the waves. After a while they asked where we lived and who we were.




  I said, “I’m Phineas,” and they looked at me like I had two heads. Then my buddy, Pierre, who had this mane of a blond beard, said, “And I’m Pierre.” They go, “Sure you are!” And then we told them we were sailing around the world. “RIGHT!”




  They thought they were going to catch us in our lie, so they said, “So where’s your boat? We want to see your boat.” The boat was up on the hard at Lantana Boatyard, and of course it was even more impressive out of water. We drove into the boatyard and pointed, “There it is.” They were speechless.




  After that Joanna let me use her car. She worked the night shift, and I’d pick her up after work, and we’d go out. We spent a month just enjoying each other. Then we sailed away.




  Without Joanna?




  Without Joanna. It was hard but we were sailing around the world. Who knew what was going to happen. The first stop after that was Isabella, where Columbus landed. We got in there, our first foreign port, and there was no band! There wasn’t even a parade to meet us at the dock!




  This wasn’t exactly what my friends had imagined. They thought we were doing something really special, like nobody had ever done before, and nobody had paid any attention.




  The next port was Kingston, Jamaica. The customs guy said, “Do you have any weapons?” I said, “Absolutely.” He said, “Son, are you sure?” And I said again, “Absolutely, I’ve got a twenty-two and a thirty-eight.” He said, “You are under arrest.”




  We had a hell of a time. This was the seventies when the natives had killed business executives on the golf courses. If you were British and had a single bullet, it was life in prison. They were trying to decide whether, because I had declared them, I had a right to have them on the boat. What saved me was my declaring them. If they had searched the boat and found them, I would have been in deep trouble. We finally left Jamaica for the Panama Canal. I did my first celestial fix, and we hadn’t had much sun.




  How far off were you?




  Let’s just say we got there. We found it. Then on the way into Panama we lost oil pressure on the main engine. Our so-called “engineer” had neglected to check the oil level. He was designated engineer only because he seemed the most engine-oriented in our group. We got into Panama with nineteen pounds of oil pressure in our Ford-Lehman diesel [normal pressure is about fifty pounds].




  At that point we were way behind schedule, and we had had a really tough time getting to Panama. Many crews break up in Panama. Ours broke up. People have in their head an anticipation of what it is like to be sailing that doesn’t match with the reality. The fantasy is that you will always be on a beam reach with two-foot waves. The reality is quite different. The guys looked at the swells coming in on the Pacific side, and they decided they didn’t want to go any farther. The swells were eight feet high, and you knew that, somewhere out there, those waves had started as forty-foot waves.




  One of the guys was planning to get married, and this was messing up his life. Another said, “We were supposed to do this for eighteen months, and here we are almost a year into it, and we’ve only gotten to Panama. Also, I don’t think they trusted the boat. So they packed up on me.




  I decided I was going to somehow pull it back together again. I called Joanna, and I said, “How’d you like to sail to the Marquesas [islands in French Polynesia about 4,000 nautical miles from Panama]?” She showed up with a couple of bikinis and a pair of sunglasses and said, “Where are the Marquesas?”




  The first thing she did was figure out what stores we had for the trip across the Pacific. She went through every compartment on the boat, and if she didn’t know what something was she drew a little picture and said, “We have three of these.”




  You were probably thinking, “We could have used this on the way down here!”




  She was a miracle. She’s very detailed oriented. She’s the one who pulls it all together here at Portland Yacht Services. Joanna and I got engaged in Tahiti.




  How many crew did you have for the rest of the trip?




  Seven. We had three watches of two people where one of the people shift out every two hours. But an unanticipated problem soon developed. My friends and I had attended Harvard, a very liberal school, so there was this philosophy, “Why can’t I be Captain for a day?” If you are truly going to be progressive, when someone says, “Why can’t I be Captain for a day?” you say, “Gosh, I don’t know. OK, you can be Captain for today.”




  Think about this. Seven young people on the boat. I’m titular Captain, but this is a little microcosm of organizational behavior. It wasn’t long before I learned that, as Captain, you can delegate someone to be responsible for something, but in the final analysis you are responsible. That was an important lesson.




  The other question was how do you get people to live and work together positively? We decided we needed rules. That created “lawyers.” So if you had a rule for a particular thing, this is what you were supposed to do. Well then we wouldn’t be sure whether the rule applied to a particular situation, and maybe we needed a new rule. It became so complicated that it just didn’t work.




  Joanna and I eventually said, “We’re glad to have you on board. This is our home. If Joanna’s happy, you are safe, so pay attention to Joanna.” And we said, “The rules of the boat are that every one behave like a lady and a gentleman. If you don’t know what a lady or a gentleman would do, ask. If you don’t act like a lady or a gentleman, we’ll put you off on a buoy.”




  All of our problems miraculously went away.




  Let me guess: this is the way you run Portland Yacht Services.




  I hope so.




  You are sixty-one now. How many more years are you going to run this company?




  Well, life does things to you. You don’t really control life. I have thirty employees who depend on me to figure out a way to keep their houses over their heads and their kids in school. It’s not fun.




  But aren’t you hoping that, somehow, you will be able to taper off from that responsibility?




  Great-grandfather wrote a letter to grandfather, saying that, at fifty-five, you should pick your understudy, and then leave, allowing them room to grow into the responsibility.




  Do you have an understudy?




  We have understudies, plural. Our legacy will be the organization we leave behind.




  Are you already allowing your understudies to make company decisions?




  That’s why I have the time to sit here and talk to you.











  
CHARLIE POOLE





  Warfinger, Union Wharf
Portland
Age 55
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 Charlie Poole, Wharfinger of Portland’s Union Wharf.




  “Wharfinger”—the keeper or owner of a wharf. The wharfinger takes custody of and is responsible for goods delivered to the wharf.




  Not just anyone can be the wharfinger of Portland’s Union Wharf, built in 1793. Charlie Poole, a patrician Yankee, is obviously proud of his position—not vain, but in awe of the responsibility now his.




  We are sitting in his office overlooking the bustling activity on the famous wharf below.




  Do you have a first memory of the ocean?




  I was about four. We lived out at Cape Elizabeth and we had some boats on moorings. I would sit at the beach all day long and yell out to one of the rowboats, “Hey rowboat, hey rowboat, I want to row the rowboat!”




  I rowed at boarding school and college, then coached rowing and founded a rowing club in Yarmouth. I still row nearly every morning. I plan to row until the day I can’t climb in and out of a boat. I guess I was serious when I talked to that rowboat!




  My wife kids me because I judge the success of my day by how many things I can cram in, and one of those things is usually a row, a sail, or a swim—all in the ocean.




  How did you become involved with Union Wharf?




  My father’s mother was Marjorie Shurtleff. The Shurtleffs were some of the early owners of Union Wharf. The Proprietors of Union Wharf, was founded in 1793 by 25 shareholders. I can show you the incorporation document from 1793. It says that in February, 1793, the 25 shareholders “agreed to build a wharf on a piece of flatts, at the bottom of Union Street in Portland...”
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  The Portland waterfront in 1876.




  If memory serves me, Union Wharf is mentioned in stories about the War of 1812 battle between the British Boxer and the American Enterprise.




  Memory serves you right. It’s all described in this book [hands me a little book, The History of Union Wharf].




  The American Enterprise defeated the British Boxer off Monhegan [an island 40 miles from Portland]. Both of the captains were highly respected and beloved by their crews, and both were killed in the battle. The Boxer lost all of her masts, so Enterprise towed her in to Union Wharf.




  An elaborate double funeral was held for the two captains at the Second Parish Meeting House right up on Middle Street. During the funeral all of the local businesses closed, and every ship in the harbor lowered its flag. The two captains are still buried side-by-side at Eastern Cemetery.
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The graves of the commanders of Enterprise and Boxer, Eastern Cemetery, Portland, Maine.




  Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, was there. He was only six at the time, and it must have made quite an impression because he wrote about it in one of his poems.




  [I looked it up and quote it here. From the poem My Lost Youth.]




  I remember the sea-fight far away




  How it thundered o’er the tide!




  And the dead captains, as they lay




  In their graves, o’erlooking the tranquil bay




  Where they in battle died.





  As time went on, the ownership of the shares changed hands, and in 1858 the name Shurtleff first appears in the list of shareholders. In 1902 the W.H. Shurtleff Company was incorporated here on the wharf. The company’s primary business was importing and distributing salt. Salt was hugely important back then because refrigeration had yet to be invented, and salting meat and fish was the least expensive way to preserve it.




  The company owned a sailing schooner that used to bring salt in from Italy, Spain, and the Bahamas. There were a number of grades of salt, from “extra fina” to “kurkutch [coarse],“ but most of it was fisheries salt, for drying fish and preserving lobster bait, things like that. It was a profitable business, and over time, the Shurtleffs bought out the other wharf business owners.




  My grandfather, Parker Poole, Sr., married William Shurtleff’s daughter, Marjorie, in 1920. When William got sick, Parker took over running the business and became president of the Shurtleff Company at William’s death. By the 1960s the Poole family controlled all of the shares in Union Wharf. It had taken 167 years, from 1793 until 1960, to get all of the shares into one family.




  Tell me about this word, “wharfinger.”




  My dad always said it was a British word, meaning the manager or overseer of the wharf or pier. To his dying day he was proud to be the Union Wharf wharfinger, a position of responsibility. He put it on his business card and, as you can see [hands over a card], I put it on my card, too.




  Can anyone who owns a wharf be called a wharfinger, even if the wharf is a dinky little thing in front of a cottage?




  I think for you to be considered a true wharfinger, your wharf has to be run as a commercial business. Most wharfingers maintain an office on the wharf from which to handle wharf business.




  How big is Union Wharf?




  Union Wharf is about 1,100 feet long [two-tenths of a mile]. It used to be 2,200 feet long, but when the city built Commercial Street, it split the wharf in half. It’s also 220 feet wide, so it covers about four acres.




  At the periphery of wharfs I always see wood pilings, but most, if not all, of them are rotted away to virtually nothing where the tide goes up and down. What the hell is holding these wharfs up?




  That would be Widgery Wharf, next door—a totally pile-supported wharf. Union Wharf is a solid-fill pier, which is fortunate. There is a granite crib around the perimeter, which is filled with rocks and dirt. Outside of the granite crib you have a pile-supported wood deck—an apron or skirt of wood. As those pilings rot, we replace them. We are replacing the last section of pilings since I joined the company.




  What does it cost to replace a pile?




  Oh, with the barge time, and the cost of the piling itself, and the pull time for the old piling, about a thousand bucks. You could have a couple grand in one piling.




  Wow. You must have hundreds of pilings!




  Thousands. Maintenance is a huge expense. Well-meaning people say, ”Gee, we want to preserve the working waterfront and the fishing boats. We want Union Wharf to stay marine,” and then the fisheries die. We’ve been fortunate to diversify our tenant base so that we are not totally dependent on fishery-related tenants. The fisheries have died; in fact, we have no fishing boats at all.
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 Union Wharf today.




  We have spent millions of dollars on tearing things down and building new buildings. We just put a new water line down the length of the wharf. The old one used to freeze and blow out. We went to a new molecular plastic type that could freeze solid and not blow apart.




  So you have a long-range vision for the wharf.




  If you look down the wharf, there are only two buildings that are older than 1990.




  What are some of the businesses located on Union Wharf?




  Cozy Harbor Seafood has their lobster business here and a shrimp business in the winter. CVS Lobster does lobster and bait. Portland Pilots bring in the large oil tankers. Maine Lobster Direct does very high end air-freighting of lobsters around the world. Portland Trap builds lobster traps.




  MSRC, Marine Spill Response Corporation, was created after the Exxon Valdez spill. The U.S. government went to the oil industry—Exxon, Mobile, Texaco, and so on—and said, “You will equip yourself for a worst-case oil spill, or we’ll do it for you.” Faced with that, the oil companies said, “We’ll do it.” That was the Oil Pollution Act of 1990.




  The oil companies put up the money to create sixteen oil spill response sites around the U.S.. We are the most Northeast. We cover Maine, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, all the way down to Long Island. The next one is down in New Jersey.




  We have a barge, this large vessel at the end of the wharf, and a bunch of smaller boats on trailers for fast response.




  In addition, we own Brown Ship Chandlery, and Brown Ship has a dba [doing business as] Custom Float Services. We started the float business to keep our guys busy when the oil slowed at the pipeline.




  We also run a whole float parts department: marine-grade lumber and all the hardware so the customer can build a float themselves. We have a design team; we have a CAD designer.




  I created Custom Floats because Brown Ship needed more steady revenue. We weren’t getting it out of the oil tankers, and we had talented people I didn’t want to lose, so off we went. We built one float, and quickly one became two, and two became four, and....We cover the whole coast, from Canada to the Mid-Atlantic states.




  It appears that your secret to success is being able to adapt.




  We do know how to survive. The wharf has been here since 1793. There is a saying, “The first generation builds it; the second generation grows it; the third generation kills it.” We’ve already beaten the odds. We feel we are stewards in time. Now that my dad has passed on, it is my time to have a go at it. Hopefully one of my kids will be here when I go.




  When I came to work in the business, all my dad said was, “Charlie, let’s run the place.” He never said as much, but I know he was excited to see the pier, not only continue on, but renew and grow.




  He ran it for sixty years, and I am now on year twenty-six. I had no business experience when I came in, but we’ve grown the business. The best feeling is to have started something—my idea—from scratch. We took an idea and grew a business. It was like growing a garden. Plant a seed and watch it grow.




  Of course, you had a base. It wasn’t like your kids were going to starve. You could afford to start small. When you start small and make a mistake, it’s a small mistake.




  This economy is challenging, but we have great people, flexible people, so we are able to swell and shrink with the economy. With the float company we had to buy some tools, but we didn’t have to hire any more people, and we didn’t have to build a building, and we didn’t have to take on debt.




  Are your children as excited as you about the business?




  I want my kids to run someone else’s submarine first, then they can come back, if they want, to run this one.




  Of the three, the youngest is the most likely. After a year at Trinity he came home and said, “I think I need to go to the Coast Guard or the Naval Academy.” He starts at Annapolis at 0700 hours, July 1. After 4 years of college, he’ll owe them another 5 years. He’s working here right now; he’s the most likely to come back some day and say, “Dad, the time has come.”




  Do you think the coast of Maine is so different from the rest of the United States?




  The first word that pops into my head is “tradition.” I think native Mainers hang on very strongly to their tradition and the fact that they are from Maine. Of the six children in my family, all but one are still here in Maine. It’s like the sign you see when you enter Maine: “Maine—the way life should be.” Why live somewhere else?




  I always say it this way: here’s Portland; go five hours to the south; how many millions of people are you going to go by? Now go five hours the other way; how many people are you going to see? My daughter and I went skiing in Idaho. Absolutely incredible, the best skiing I’ve ever done! The skiing was just perfect every day. But when we were at the airport, surrounded by mountains, we looked at each other and both said, “We need the ocean.”




  Maine is broken into such diverse areas. South of Portland you have the beaches. Then, starting here in Portland, all the way to Canada, you have the rocky coast of Maine with its thousands of islands. Then drive just an hour north and you are in the mountains. Drive from here to Eastport, and it’s like passing through three European countries.




  We have problems in terms of jobs and what it costs to live, but it’s a tradeoff. Which do you want: a lot of money or a life? What we have in Maine is a life—a good life.




  I’m always telling my brother, “When you get up in the morning and put your feet on ground, whether it’s at home or at work, it has to feel good. If it doesn’t feel right, change it.”




  I live in Yarmouth, twelve miles from work. How many places can you bike 10 miles to work in the state’s largest city? My wife says I measure my day by how many things I can cram in. Here I can go for a row, ride my bike to work, go for a sail or a swim, and still get a day’s work done.




  Do you have any concerns about the future of Maine?




  Yes. I run a business. I have to generate income; I have to meet payroll; I have to pay expenses; and I can only borrow so much money before I start paying it back. Now you can’t tell me running a state isn’t like running a business. You can’t be all things to all people. You can only spend what you take in, no matter how many things people want.




  I think Portland, Maine, will always remain a viable deepwater port. We have a lot to offer the world in terms of coming and going by sea, whether it’s oil, cargo, people. But we have a major issue that needs to be tackled—dredging. It’s expensive. We need government help, if not financial help, then to at least to get out of the way.




  If the problem isn’t solved, the harbor will become useless. Here is a company that has been in business since 1793. We have been able to do the wharf maintenance to remain viable, but something else is critical to our continued existence—the water depth alongside. If we can’t land a vessel safely at all tides, people will go elsewhere. The single biggest issue with this harbor is dredging. It’s expensive, and there is the problem of how to dispose of the fill. We as a state, as a region, need to solve this problem.




  Chellie Pingree, several business people, the City of Portland, the City of South Portland, are all focussing on a CAD cell [contained aquatic disposal cell]. The CAD cell is very big in Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Long Island Sound. A CAD cell is a football-sized—260 feet by 442 feet—trench that you fill with the contaminated dredged material. The material taken out of the trench is clean fill that can be dumped out at sea. We hope to be dredged in 2011—800,000 cubic yards. The company that dredges Portland harbor could also dredge around the wharfs, other harbors, the Royal River. Economy of scale.




  The other issue is that we allow the uses of the waterfront to change with the times. It makes no sense to zone the waterfront for fisheries if there are no fish. Even if fishing comes back in 30 years, the wharf owners can’t just sit on their hands on that assumption. If wharfs can’t be used, they will deteriorate.




  In 1993 we had the first zoning referendum, which went a long way in moving us toward more flexible zoning. I and all of the other wharf owners, from the State Pier to the International Terminal, minus one, have gotten together and are in the final draft of an even more flexible ordinance. It’s not opening the waterfront up to condos, to residential; it is trying to take what we have and make it commercially viable. I am all for fishing, but we have a fish pier that was designed to accommodate the needs of the fisheries. If the fish come back, supply and demand will create homes for the fishing boats.




  We now have a 50/50 mix of marine and non-marine uses. We would be the poster child of what we are trying to accomplish. I think my dad would have approved. Right before I came on board, he started tearing the old buildings down and building new. He had a long-range vision. I think that is what we all need.
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 Tim Sample, purveyor of Down East humor




  You have probably seen and heard Tim Sample even if you have never been to Maine. He produced and appeared in more than 100 “Postcards from Maine” for the Emmy Award-winning TV Show, “CBS News Sunday Morning.”




  Few Mainers would dispute that Tim is Maine's Humorist Laureate. Given his considerable fame, I thought it would be difficult to secure an in-depth interview. His gracious response blew me away. With me as the sole audience in his recording studio, he delivered not only an hour of laughter, but a scholarly lecture on the origins and nature of Maine humor.




  Are you really a Maine native?




  I was born in the county [Aroostook County, which is so large its residents refer to it simply as “the county”], but we moved down to the coast when I was five.




  My mom, Leah Graham, was from Brooklin, on the coast. My birth father was from Castine. They met at what was then Castine Normal School [teacher college], which later became Maine Maritime Academy. They married when they were young, and then WWII came along, and he went into the Navy.




  After the war my parents were living in Limestone, and things weren’t going well. My mother never liked living in the middle of nowhere, so they divorced. She moved back down to the coast. There may have been a little something going on before the divorce, who knows? It’s lost in the mists of time. You didn’t get to know, and you don’t want to know. Anyway, she was getting a divorce, and Frank Sample, who owned Sample’s Shipyard in Boothbay, was getting a divorce, and they got married in ’57. Frank adopted all three of us kids to add to his three kids, and my mother and Frank had another kid, Link, who’s running for the legislature now and whose politics are somewhere to the right of Attila the Hun’s. Link thinks Rush Limbaugh is a pinko-liberal.




  Were you expected to help out at the shipyard?




  Every one of us worked at the shipyard. I joke now that I didn’t have any choice but to become a Maine humorist because of growing up at that shipyard. Frank Sample taught us the value of work. We all worked a couple hours a day, cleaning up the docks. We had time cards and got fifty cents an hour, but that gave us the idea of how the world worked. I was nine when I started working at the yard.




  What was it like working at the shipyard?




  Well, there were guys working there, old guys in their eighties, who were born in the latter decades of the 19th century. They would spin oakum and tell stories and smoke pipes, and they had this thick, old-time accent. I was mesmerized.




  I have just realized what it was that fascinated me. There had been a lot of chaos in my early childhood: we lived here; then we lived there; first my name was this; then it was that. Suddenly I’m with these old guys, and they had a certain quality that was appealing.




  Something happened that shows what that quality was. I was nine years old, and there were three of these old guys sitting on the dock. I ran up to them and blurted out, “There’s a car on fire down on Townsend Avenue!” The three old guys just sat there and said NOTHING for about three minutes. They just stared out at the harbor. Finally one turned to the others and said, “Wasn’t theah a caa on faa back in twenty-six?” One of the others said, “Why ayah, and didn’t it burn right down to the groun’?”




  They had seen it all before. Their blood pressure didn’t go up. They telegraphed this idea that it has all happened before, and it will all happen again.




  These old guys told endless stories. One time there were squid coming into the harbor. We’d never had squid, and suddenly we had big schools of squid. Now, as an adult, I understand that these things happen in cycles, but I didn’t know that then. The old guys would talk, “Oh, yas, we remembah, back then, I don’t know, ’93 or’94, I dunno, but they was menhaden, menhaden. They was all ovah heah, hahbah was full of ’em. You could walk across the hahbah on them menhaden!” Of course I knew they were outa their friggin’ minds. There weren’t no fish you could walk on across no harbor.




  Then along came the ’80s and the pogy invasion. JUST like what those guys had said! There were marine biologists on television, “Oh, this happens about every ninety years. Back in the ’90s they were called by their official name, “menhaden.” Those old men DID know what they were talking about! They HAD seen this all before!




  Did you ever go fishing?




  At sixteen I worked for Arnold Rogers as sternman on a lobsterboat going out of East Boothbay. Get up at four in the morning, shovel bait and this and that. Arnold Rogers was one of those classic lobstermen—a simple, modest man who knew how to do what he did. He couldn’t explain it, but he knew how everything worked. If you wanted the nuance of why the rope is coiled this way, and why you hold your knife that way, and why this is done this way, he couldn’t necessarily give you a verbal explanation. The bottom line was that if you didn’t do it that way bad things might happen, like somebody might die. This is how this pragmatic way of doing things evolved.




  And it’s not just the fishermen who are this way. I was twenty-five years old and living in Palmyra, Maine. I’d been living for a year and a half in a little cabin with no plumbing. That, by the way, is romantic for about fifteen minutes.




  I had this idea. Cianbro [Maine’s largest construction company] was right next door in Pittsfield. You could rent a crane. I had this little sixteen by twenty frame building. I decided I could build a foundation along side of it, get a crane to come out, pick it up and put it on the foundation, build onto the back, put the plumbing in. Perfectly good idea. I checked it out. You could get a crane for a day for $250.




  Well, there was this guy named Royce Semple. He’s no longer with us, but he was a backhoe guy. Every little town has a backhoe guy, a guy who has a couple of beat-up old dump trucks, a 4-wheel drive pickup with no tailgate, and a backhoe. He’ll grade; he’ll dig a ditch; he’ll dig your foundation. Most of these guys dropped out of grade school. They have no education, but they know how to do what they do.




  So I call up Royce. I was about twenty-five, Royce was about forty-five, but he looked about sixty-five. Missing most of his teeth. Just beat to shit. Rode hard, and put away wet. He had this way of talkin’ like he was gargling gravel. He used to call me up at five o’clock in the morning. I’d say, “Yes, Royce?” He’d say, “Long’s you’re not in the grave.”




  Anyway, I call Royce up and I tell him what my idea is. I’m all excited because I’m going to have a real house with a foundation and plumbing, quite exciting. I says, “Now Royce, I see these houses around here, and the friggin’ house is way the hell up here. There’s two or three feet of foundation stickin’ up. I don’t want that. I want a nice house like you see in the magazines with just a little foundation showin’.




  Royce said, “Well, you can do that if you want, but I think you ought to put her up here like this [indicates about four feet off the ground].” I said, “Roy, for god sakes, why ...?”




  Well, we went back and forth like this, and every time I mentioned it he’d say, “Well you can do what you want, but I think you ought to ...” Finally I said, “Royce, I’m the guy paying for this. Put her down there like she’s supposed to look.”




  Well, Royce built the thing, we moved the cabin over, and built on the back. Jesus, didn’t she look shahp! Still looks shahp. Went through the winter, pipes didn’t freeze, easy to heat, everything fine.




  I had my graphic arts studio down in the basement. I came home one day in April, and the friggin’ basement had three feet of water in it. I almost got electrocuted. I went down and grabbed hold of my drawing table.




  Jesus, I was some pissed off! I had a sump pump, but the sump pump had failed, or whatever. Well, what Royce had been trying to tell me was I should put the foundation above the water table, and that he would grade the ground back up around it. It would look the way I wanted, and it wouldn’t flood in the spring. But he didn’t have the verbal skills to put it into words.




  What you were supposed to do is simply trust him, and it would come out right. Just leave it the fuck alone and - it - will - be - ok. This a Maine ethic. It’s a way of doing things. You should just trust the natives because they know how things work.




  Why do you think Maine has a mystique for people from away?




  I do have a few thoughts on that. There are only two or three states in the U.S. that have that kind of mystique. Alaska is one. Part of it is being remote, but another part of it is the pragmatism required to function under difficult circumstances.




  Mainers have a distinct dialect because they are geographically cut off. If you were to draw a map of the forty-eight contiguous states and draw circles and arrows indicating commerce and social development over the first 200 years, a lot of those arrows would come up to Boston and go right back down again and swirl around, leaving little pockets of relatively untouched culture. The result is that you have these islands and peninsulas where families persist in isolation for many generations.




  Another thing is that Maine is near the bottom of the economic ladder. However, a little known fact about Maine is that it has the highest number of millionaires per capita. Right alongside the natives you have the retired CEOs, the celebrities, and the artists. What has developed over a couple of centuries is this symbiotic relationship between the natives and the wealthy people from away—not your average tourist, but the Rockefellers, the Martha Stewarts, the John Travoltas.




  There’s a great story from the turn of the century, the era when the rusticators from New York and Philadelphia owned summer cottages, which in Bar Harbor meant fifteen bathrooms. They would have a decades-long relationship with a caretaker, sometimes a family of caretakers. Maybe the wife would cook, the kids would mow the lawn, and the man would do the carpentry. But there was this long term understanding.




  Typically what would happen is the family would arrive on the train from Philadelphia on the 4th of July weekend. The caretaker would pick them up in the old flivver at the station and drive them to the “cottage.” There was an inherent mutual respect about this relationship. It wasn’t condescending at all.




  So now it’s 1923 or something, and the old man dies, and the family thinks about selling the place. But the young daughter, who’s never had much interest but has inherited this place, decides to spend the summer. She’s twenty-something. She comes up by herself to get the place opened up. She shows up at the train station with bags and bags of luggage. The old caretaker lugs her luggage. They don’t really know one another, but there is this long family relationship, so he packs her up and they head down to the cottage. He turns to her and says, “Nice day, ain’t it?” She looks at him like he’s a bug on the sidewalk, and she says, “I pay you to do work on my cottage. I do NOT pay you for conversation.”




  Well, not a word is said. He paints the boat, puts the boat overboard, does whatever needs to be done. At the end of the summer, Labor Day, he takes her back to the station and presents an itemized bill for what he has done.




  She goes over the bill with a fine-toothed comb to make sure she isn’t being cheated. There is lawn mowing: so much, carpentry: so much, this and that. At the bottom there is a $20 charge with no indication what it is for. She gets into high dudgeon and says, “What, may I ask, is that $20 charge?” He says, “That, dear, is for sass. I don’t often take it, but when I do, I charge for it.”




  There is another more recent story going around, and it will still be going around in 100 years. Like all these things, I have no idea where it originated. The story goes that Martha Stewart was down in Southwest Harbor, Northeast Harbor, wherever the hell she goes down there. She pulls up to the local store in a limousine, and she’s in a giant rush. Some big deal is going down, tens of millions of dollars, and her telephone is out, and she has to use the telephone outside the store. But there’s a line. Three or four people are ahead of her in line.




  There’s an old duffer, about eighty-five, there’s a couple of people ahead of him, and someone’s yacking on the phone. Martha comes up and says in a loud voice, “Excuse me, I have to get in there. I have to use that phone. This is very important!” The old duffer turns to her and says, “Uh, madam, nobody cuts the line here. Everybody has to get in line.”




  She says, “Don’t you know who I am? I am Martha Stewart. These people can wait, but this has to happen in the next five minutes.” He looks at her and he says, “I understand that, madam Let me introduce myself. I’m John D. Rockefeller.”




  Rockefeller represents the top of the heap, but he knows the rules. He’s been living here. his family donated Acadia National Park. Martha Stewart represents the new generation of wealthy, which will have to learn the old ways, how it works.




  That’s the thing in a nutshell. You can come from anywhere, you can be anybody, and I really don’t care about your race, creed or religion. Do we have racists? Yes, we do. Do we have anti-semites? Yes, but by and large you are ok being anybody you want to be—as long as you observe one cardinal rule. That rule is that you don’t think that being from away makes you better than the local people.




  David Rockefeller, the younger—about five or six years ago I get this call from his secretary, “Mr. Rockefeller is having a get together at the Seal Harbor compound, and he’d like to have you entertain. I said we could probably work something out. Of course there was no question about the money. We set it up, and she said, “When we get closer to the date David would like to talk to you about how everything goes.” I said, “Fine.”




  A couple of weeks before the event she sets up a phone conference, and I talk to him. David said [in a New York accent], “We are so happy you can come. We have a few people coming. The Secretary of the Interior will be there, and the president of this, and the president of that... I was just wondering if... You can say no if you don’t....”




  “What is it?” I said. “Well, you know, and I don’t mean to tell you how to...” I said, “David, what is it?” “You can say no if you...” “I know I can say no. So what is it?” “I just wondered if I could get up on stage and just do a little something with you.” He wanted to perform with me. So we did this little thing about “native” and “from away” and goofed around. Everybody loved it, and he loved it. We had a great time, a lovely evening.




  Somewhere in one of these file cabinets I have a great handwritten letter from him, “Gee Tim, it was so fantastic. Out of the park home run. We had a wonderful time. Thanks so much for coming, blah, blah, blah. All my best, David Rockefeller. PS: When you are in town, please come and see me.”




  The address on the stationery was 1 Rockefeller Center. I mean, what the hell, that is Maine. That’s not Utah; that’s not Nebraska; that is a whole different thing. It is woven into our sense of ourselves. It’s woven into our culture, and it’s very appealing. It’s a recipe for a very specific place.




  Do you do a lot of these stand-up story-telling events?




  I’ve been fortunate to be able to have a full-time career as a story teller. I’ve never had a day job.




  Nowadays I get calls strictly because I don’t do off-color material. I don’t even understand what comedy is any more. Not only is it vulgar, it’s mean, it’s nasty. Whatever goes, I guess, but that’s not the way I do it.




  Anyway, I get a call from the XYZ Corporation. They’re having their annual banquet at the Samoset [resort in Rockland] or down in Boston at the Ritz Carlton. Somebody on the board of directors is a fan of mine, and they want me do my Maine thing. They don’t know too much about what I do, so after a bit they get nervous. They want to know what I’m going to be doing. I say, “I’m going to do what I do. I’m going to get up there, and I’m going tell Maine stories.”




  Years ago I learned you have to read the audience. All the time I see these CEOs plodding through some six-page thing they wrote in the hotel room. It isn’t going anywhere, and people’s eyes are glazed over, but they plod on.




  What I’ve learned is that, whatever I’d planned, if that line that got a laugh last night is not working, I’ve got to shit-can that and do something else. You’ve got to read your audience, and you’ve got to work with them.




  So I do this thing I call a hand-holding meeting, a conference call with the CEO and the CFO and the this and that. They make all kinds of suggestions like, “Well, Fred’s a good golfer. You ought to make fun of his golf game.” They try to write the monologue for me. I don’t say much. I just take a few notes. I say, “If you want someone to roast and humiliate Fred, you’ve got the wrong guy. I don’t make fun of people. I don’t pick out some weakness in their character and embarrass them. But tell me more about Fred.”




  What I know, and they don’t really know, is that if they’d leave me alone and put me in front of a microphone, at the end of the dinner everybody will have had a good laugh. I know how to do that. Like Royce Semple, I don’t know how to explain how I know how to do that, but I’ve been doing it for years, and it works. That’s the Maine ethic. It’s the same with the lobsterman and the backhoe man.




  Do you have any common themes for your Maine humor?




  Over the years one of my main subjects is the issue of native versus from away. We have this beautiful state, a very tough economy, and tough weather. Life in Maine is a hardscrabble existence. But people can come from all over the world; they can buy the land; they can sail the coast. They can have it all, but the one thing we hold out, the one thing that gives us a leg up, is you can do anything you want, but you will never be a native. We have developed a whole culture about that, and it galls people, it irritates people. But we do it gently. We kind of joke about it.




  People from away will come in and think they can sell us something. If you wanted to start a new religion, five or six hours on a street corner in Los Angeles and you’d have a dozen converts. Six months later you’d have two or three churches. In the State of Maine, if you want to start a new religion, about five years later they might come to your church supper if the chowder was any good.




  Maine people don’t go for the quick fix. Don’t come in here, flim-flamming like a carpet bagger, saying we’re going to bring all these jobs. Understand, we’ve heard this before. You’re not the first one to come through here saying, “Don’t do it your way; do it our way.”




  On the other hand, if something actually works, we are pragmatic. If you’ve got a different way of making a lobster trap and it works, if it’s lighter and more durable, and if it fishes better, we’re all for it. We are all about Yankee ingenuity.




  What do you think of Maine’s representation in Washington?




  Oh, God yes! Look at, from this teeny tiny state, the people Maine has sent into national politics: Margaret Chase Smith, Ed Muskie, George Mitchell, Bill Cohen, Olympia Snowe, Susan Collins, people on both sides of the aisle. What characterizes all these Maine politicians? They are pragmatic, they’re goal oriented, they are open-minded, they are intelligent, and they want to get something done. Our attitude is, “Don’t tell me; show me. How does this thing work? What goes on here? Don’t give me the theory; show me how it works.




  What do you think of the Internet?




  Quite honestly a lot of this is hoopla and horse shit. I say to people, “When you have to get something done in the next twenty minutes, a better number of options would be three or four, not 3,984. As the world gets more complex and confusing, there is a lot of appeal in a community and culture with a direct connection to the past, where we have a sense of who we are based on threads that go back in time.




  I do a workshop for middle-school kids called “Story Telling in the Oral Tradition.” I talk about how the oral tradition is the oldest one. It has the same elements as the print version: an author, an editor, and a publisher. But what happens in the oral tradition is that every single one of us who participates in the discourse of the community, whether we know it or not, and most of us have no idea, we wear those hats. We tell that story, and what we are doing without realizing it is submitting a manuscript to the oral-tradition publishing house. If it’s no good, then no one cares about it, and it’s not repeated. But if it is good, someone will repeat it, slightly edited perhaps, and it will be republished, over and over. If you learn how to read it, it’s like an archeological dig. It’s a message in a bottle from our forebears, and it tells us something about what their values were.




  I use the examples of William Shakespeare’s farces. These are centuries old. Think of the things that have changed since Shakespeare wrote “Much Ado About Nothing.” Those plays still have laugh lines in them. Why? Because the architecture of the humor is that of human nature. Those are the nuts and bolts: insecurity, pomposity, avarice, sexual innuendo, or discomfort. Those things haven’t changed, so if somebody in Maine was laughing at a story in 1820, 1920, and today, let’s see what that’s about.




  I don’t think it’s an accident that the two strongest tap roots of humorous story telling in Maine are logging and fishing: difficult, back-breaking, dangerous, life-threatening work out of which comes some of the most enduring humor.




  What we have is powerfully funny stories coming from really tragic and brutal situations. If there is a message, I think it is that one of the most dangerous things you can do in a difficult situation is to take yourself too seriously. We don’t use humor in Maine as a way of escaping reality. We use humor as a lubricant to grease right through the middle of the most difficult things.




  My mother is eighty-seven. Last summer we were talking about how the recession was the worst since the Great Depression. She grew up on the coast of Maine during the Great Depression. I said, “What did people say back then?” She said, “The depression wouldn’t be so bad if it weren’t coming right on the heels of such hard times.” That is Maine humor in a nut shell. It doesn’t pretend anything. It doesn’t go away. It goes right through the middle of it.




  After I do a performance someone usually asks, “Is this a true story?” What I always say is, “The story that I just told you, if it’s one from the oral tradition, if it’s something that’s been around for 200 years, that story is more true than any of the facts that went into its construction. It has had the stamp and approval of successive generations. It’s been honed; it’s been developed; and it has been passed on as a living document of the values of all the people it passed through. This is resonating and living like a folk song. It is a truth about who we are, and it reflects and amplifies and educates along the way.




  One of the great drawing cards of the State of Maine, why there is a mystique, why there is that appeal, is that people have to want to be here. They come here, and they find out that they don’t have everything they had, the deli around the corner and a few other things. If you’ve been here a long time, you are here because you want to be here. You are not here because you have to be here.
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