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Sandy’s Painting: A Preface

From the editor: For fifteen years, from 2006 to 2021, Robert Kimber wrote a quarterly column for Northern Woodlands magazine. The volume you hold in your hands collects this extensive run of short essays as well as many highlights from previously published books and other magazines. His final column for the magazine, titled “Sandy’s Painting,” was a farewell in its original context. It does a second turn here as an opening preface for this anthology of his work.

This column sets a milestone for me. Exactly fifty years ago, Rita and I pulled up stakes and moved from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Temple, Maine. The number 50 as such doesn’t strike me as ominous, but when I consider that half a century added to my age in 1971 makes me eighty-six now, then maybe I should be taking stock and checking my priorities.

As octogenarians go, I have little to complain about. Granted, I do have some memory slippage, ditto for hearing loss, also for decline of muscle mass, physical endurance, and attention span. I’ve been known to fall asleep in movies—a sure sign of advancing dotage, I’m told. Although I’m still able to do the work and have the fun I’ve been accustomed to these past fifty years, I’m finding it’s taking me longer and longer to do less and less. I love writing, but I’ve always been slow at it, and now the slowest snail could leave me in the dust.

For well over a year, I’ve been meaning to go through my files and to assemble a new book of essays—some previously published and some not—but, given my increasing inefficiency, I haven’t been able to find the time and focus I need to make this prospective book a reality. To help me find that space, I’ve decided to stop writing this “Upcountry” column. In 1999, Steve Long had invited me into the Northern Woodlands family, first with a feature on axes and a couple more features in subsequent issues. Then, in 2006, Steve suggested I take over his “Notes from the Puckerbrush” page and call this new column “Upcountry” after my book by that title.

The art that accompanied Steve’s column was a pen-and-ink drawing of a rushing stream, and it appeared with my column for several years until Dave Mance asked if I could suggest a change. I could, because our neighbor and one of our closest friends, Sandy Gregor, had done a beautiful oil painting of Titcomb Hill in Farmington for the dust cover of Upcountry. Along with being a gifted landscape painter, Sandy had been a newspaper reporter, run our local Seniors Plus, worked in a nursing home, and hosted with her husband innumerable neighborhood Thanksgiving dinners. Years ago, she had carried our tiny newborn son, Greg, around in a wicker basket, and we babysat each other’s dogs.

Then suddenly, in her fifties, this strong, lively woman was out of breath going up stairs. Metastatic breast cancer. That summer she asked her son Matty and me to take her for a canoe outing on twelve-mile-long Flagstaff Lake for a full view of equally long Bigelow Mountain. Matty and I made Sandy comfortable in the canoe with cushions and a backrest. She had her camera and kept busy with it, along with exclaiming how lucky we were to have picked this sweetheart of a day for our outing.

A week or two later, Sandy gave me a little scrapbook with photos and notes from our day on Flagstaff. I know I felt it then to be a precious gift, and I still do now.

At Sandy’s last birthday party, at which Rita, Greg, and I were the only guests with her and her partner, Greg was about to leave for nearly a year’s work teaching English in Brazil. Sandy broke into tears and said, “I may never see you again.”

The rest of us assured her she would, but she was right, and we were wrong. Now she is gone, but before she left, she decided she would rather give us her painting of Titcomb Hill and see it hung on our living room wall rather than leave it to us in her will. She wanted it to go from her hands to our hands, from her heart to our hearts.

So when Dave asked for an illustration for my column, Titcomb Hill was my instant choice. Sandy’s focus as a painter matched mine as a writer: we both loved this western Maine hill country. Sandy’s brush captured the perfect close-up melding of the farm buildings into their hillside with the long view out across the valley and onto the blue mountain hilltops in the distance.

How can I capture in a few lines here the richness of these last fifty years? How do I express the immense gratitude I owe Northern Woodlands for letting me write four times each year on any topic of my choosing: the antics of my friend Wes’s dogs, the ingenuity of gray squirrels despite their miniscule brains, catching no trout in some remote unnamed pond with my friend Steve, celebrating the arrival of spring by drinking tea with my beloved Rita on our porch steps.

Perhaps it is apt to simply say thank you, readers. Thank you, one and all.





Lost But Found

In the summer of 1955, when I was twenty years old and just beginning to find my way around in the woods of northern Franklin County, Maine, I popped out of the brush one Sunday afternoon onto a high granite ledge and saw one of the sweetest views I’ve ever seen in my life. Looking off into the distance, I felt as if I were standing on the prow of a great stone ship plying a motionless course through the swells of forested hills. In a satiny blue sky, fair-weather clouds scudded along on a northwest breeze and sent shadows racing over the hills. To the east rose the twelve-mile skyline of the Bigelow range: Cranberry Peak, the Horns, West Peak, Avery Peak. To the south and west, ridges and peaks both named and unnamed rolled off as far as my eye could see, the light green of the hardwoods mingling with the dark of black growth in endlessly shifting currents until all color blended into the hazy blue of the summer horizon.

The ledge plunged about three hundred feet straight down, and at its base lay a small pond looking every bit like its image on the topo map. A triangular cedar bog poked back along the inlet stream; the outlet, wide at first, snaked its way into the woods across from my lookout, narrowed, and disappeared around a bend. The far shore shone bright with the luminous green of birch leaves, the white of the bark visible here and there through the foliage.

But I have to add that my first feeling on stepping out onto that ledge was not the near euphoria I would feel a few minutes later as I sat there, taking in the glory I’d been lucky enough to stumble upon. My first feeling was relief, for young and green and inexpert with map and compass as I was, I’d gotten myself lost; but when I saw that little pond that so unmistakably matched up with a pond pictured on my topo map, I was found. Now I knew I’d be out of the woods in about an hour. I’d even make it back to my father’s camps on Big Jim Pond before supper. No one but me would be the wiser.

But what I had found that afternoon was much more than just my route out of the bush. I’d found one of those rare places on this earth that we recognize instantly as home, places where the heart soars and cavorts, playful as a raven, yet also finds utter repose, places where we rejoice to live and might hope to die.

Over the next two decades, I returned to my ledge often. It never disappointed, not in rain, not in fog, not on wind-torn January afternoons when the sun low in the southwest cast long shadows on the snow-decked pond below and gave off no heat. Now, I live sixty miles away and go back there seldom. But this last summer, my brother, Bill, visited me here in Temple, and we drove north of Eustis to fulfill a long-postponed filial duty. We carried our mother’s and our father’s ashes with us, not knowing exactly where we would leave them. The moment we reached Big Jim Pond, we realized that was not the place. All the camps but one are gone now; the camp yard has gone back to the alders. This place was no longer my parents’ place or our place.

And then I thought: Of course, my ledge. On the bulldozed logging roads that now lace the whole region, we drove as close as I thought we could get, then set off on foot, picking our prickly way through raspberries in a now abandoned yard, then heading up a rutted skidder track. I wondered whether my ledge, too, had been transformed; but parapet that it is, it had remained inviolate.

Breaking out of the woods, we found the identical scene I had come upon nearly half a century ago. The same breeze ruffled the bright blue of the pond. The same clouds skimmed across the sky. Elated with the beauty and rightness of this place, teary-eyed yet gleeful as kids with Fourth-of-July sparklers, Bill and I poured our parents’ ashes out over the edge of the cliff, powdering it white and sending plumes of finer ash off over the treetops. The rains would come and wash the ash down to the forest floor below where it would mingle with the roots of fir and moosewood and bunchberry, of trillium and Canada mayflower.

Here, it seemed to us, if our parents’ souls had wandered lost, they now were found. Here, in sky, hill, pond, branch, blossom, and leaf, was all I could ever wish them of the resurrection and the life.





Big Jim

In the summer of 1955, the year my father quit his job with the Bankers Trust Company in New York City and bought Big Jim Pond Camps—the year, that is, when my father took a flyer and did what he had always wanted to do, which was own and run a hunting and fishing camp in Maine—he discovered after just a couple of months at Big Jim that substantial as the place may have looked to the casual eye, it was as tender and vulnerable as a newborn baby, in need of constant coddling and attention if it were not to succumb to the heat, humidity, rot, rust, and decay of Maine summers, the crushing weight of winter snows, the rank growth of alders that kept marching, marching against this tiny beachhead of cleared land, threatening to engulf it if they were not constantly beaten back.

Take the main lodge, two stories high, built of full logs, nobody knew when exactly, but a long time ago, around the turn of the century. Downstairs: one big, open room, forty by twenty-two feet, the guests’ dining room. Upstairs: eight little bedrooms, supposedly for the help, but so stifling hot in the summer and icy cold in the fall that neither my parents nor any previous owners had ever asked a cook or waitress to occupy one of those rooms. Then, sticking out the back, an addition that housed the kitchen and sticking out the side of the kitchen, the back dining room, where the owners and the help ate.

This whole gangling structure perched on a narrow shelf of land between the water and the hill that rose steeply behind it and every other building at Big Jim. All eight guest cabins, also built of full logs, stood within just a few footsteps of the shore. If that potbelly of a hill had ever added a few inches to its girth, it would have pushed Big Jim’s lodge, camps, shower house, ice house, woodshed—every last stick—out into the pond.

Rain and snowmelt poured down the hill in the spring, soaking the soil, rotting the camps’ underpinnings, tilting them ever so slightly year after year toward the water. Don Yeaton, Big Jim’s year-round caretaker, and I crawled under the lodge, drove blocks and shims between sagging foundation posts and the joists to keep the floor from bouncing up and down like a trampoline. We replaced rotting posts and sill logs, first in Camp Four, then in Seven, then Three, then Eight, then started all over again.

The roofs were covered with green roofing felt. Pine needles collected on them, held the moisture, rotted the felt, which expanded with the heat, contracted with the cold, pulled at the nails that held it down. We climbed up on the roofs with gallon cans of black roofing tar, smeared the leaks, hoped the black goo would hold this roof together until next year, when we’d get around to laying a fresh layer of green roofing felt.

I tried to convince Don and my father that the camps needed standing-seam metal roofing or—second best—asphalt shingles, something permanent, or good for twenty years anyhow. But Big Jim didn’t have either a lot of time or a lot of money. Green roofing felt was a lot cheaper, a lot quicker and easier to lay.

I realize now that the impermanence of those roofs was just right for Jim Pond. Big Jim’s camps were, after all, camps, temporary dwellings, not as permanent as a house, not as impermanent as a tent, but somewhere in between. You make camp, and you break camp. Camps are not forever, much as I may have thought they were.

That first summer and the next and the next one after that I worked with Don at Big Jim, then over the next decade a few more summers plus a couple of autumns and winters, too. Don had gone to work washing dishes in a lumber camp when he was twelve. He’d been just about everything a man could be, both in the woods and out: lumber-jack, river hog, teamster, guide, game warden, millwright, truck driver, ’dozer operator, plumber, rigger, mechanic. During Prohibition, he’d hauled pack-loads of bootleg whiskey across the Canadian line to a rendezvous point he kept mum to the end of his days. At forty-two he enlisted in the Navy, was assigned to the Seabees, and built airfields in the South Pacific. He had come to Big Jim when he got out of the Navy in 1946 and stayed on ever since.

Like my father and like the century, Don was fifty-five years old; his hair was graying, his square-jawed face permanently tanned and creased from a lifetime of sun and wind. A handsome old devil, but dressed in a white shirt, he looked, he said, like a crow in a milk can. He walked at a steady, mile-gobbling gait, never pushing, never puffing, never tiring, rocking slightly side to side, a metronome ticking off the miles. Game wardens and bootleggers learn how to pace themselves. He went on occasional benders but knew how to pace them, too, indulging only at slack times, only after hunting season was over at the end of November and before it was time to reopen for ice-out and the first spring fishing in May.

That Don was something of an old rascal made him all the more appealing in my eyes. I got his life history only in hints and tag ends, never enough to make a coherent story.

“There was times when I was drivin’ truck,” he told me, “when I’d stop for a drink, and when I come out again, I’d be so drunk I’d see three roads in the headlights instead of one. I’m not proud of that, but it’s the truth.”

Married twice, divorced twice. He never went into the details but did sum up the essential point in very few words. “There’s many a man has left a good woman to marry a slut,” he said. “I ought to know. I done it myself.”

End of story.

The hardest thing he had ever done in his life, he said, was visit the widow of one of his Seabee buddies to give her a few snapshots he had of her husband and tell her, as best he could, how her husband had died.

I loved Don Yeaton. I trotted around at his heels, a happy puppy. In me, he had the ideal right-hand man, an apprentice eager to learn and equipped with the nearly inexhaustible energy of a twenty-year-old college kid. I wanted to know everything he knew, do everything he could do, hunt deer, build log cabins, trap beaver, maybe even go on an occasional bender.

Don was Big Jim’s genius loci. Owners could come and go, but without Don, the place would falter, stagger and die. There would be no firewood to burn. No truck, tractor, chain saw, generator, or outboard motor would run; no toilet would flush; no shower would shower. Without Don, we wouldn’t have had a shower at all. He built the shower house the first year he was there, a neat little full-log building with Big Jim’s traditional green roof. In back, partitioned off from the two shower stalls, he concocted a Rube Goldberg hot-water system out of an old wood heater stove and a boiler he salvaged from the Stratton dump.

Every Wednesday evening and on Saturdays, when we worked only half a day, Don went in to Stratton to visit his lady friend, Virginia. Before he left, he visited the shower house. He went in still wearing his dungarees, a faded green Dickies work shirt, and his old Navy fatigue cap turned cockeyed on his head, the bill of it sticking out over his right ear. He came out again scrubbed and combed, outfitted in clean khakis and a sport shirt.

“Shower’s the only fit way for a man to take a bath,” he said.

I understood him to mean that a man shouldn’t settle into a tub and sit there in his own muck. A man needed to stand under a cleansing downpour, preferably warm, and sluice his grime on down.

All Big Jim’s necessities and luxuries Don provided.

***

Unless our guests had unusually keen eyes, they saw nothing of Big Jim’s flaws. They saw instead a Maine sporting camp looking just the way a Maine sporting camp was supposed to look: cozy, woodsy, but with a touch of rustic elegance about it, too. The lodge stood at the far right of the yard, with the camps strung out to the left of it, a mother merganser with her ducklings trailing obediently behind. The two peeled spruce posts supporting the gable roof over the front porch of the lodge, bleached nearly white by the weather, looked almost Doric and added a classical note to the place. For all our clientele knew, the underpinnings of the camps were as unshakeable as Gibraltar, the roofs tight as the tightest drum. Ask any of our guests, and they would say that Big Jim offered not just the image of solid comfort but also the reality. In their experience, the floors under their feet didn’t as much as quiver. Not once, even in the most ferocious, wind-driven downpours, did a drop of water seep through onto their heads or pillows.

On the screened-in porches, Big Jim’s guests could settle into a rocking chair at five in the afternoon, safe from the blackflies, and sip their gin and tonics as the wind began to die over the water, promising a perfect evening for trolling. They could take in the glory of the pond stretching out in front of them, about a mile across, Norway Point off to the right, named for the stand of Norway pine on it, and straight across, where the Northwest and Northeast Inlet streams came down out of the hills, the island, round and domed and densely covered with spruce and fir.

Rolling away on every side, hills upon hills: Jim Pond Mountain, Farm Hill with that big rockslide on it, Antler Hill just to the left of it and quite a bit higher, and beyond them, on and on, all around Big Jim in every direction, hills and mountains, ponds, lakes, rivers, brooks, some with names, many without: Kibby Mountain and Snow Mountain, Pickle Hill and Picked Chicken Hill; Hathan Bog and Spencer Bog and Hay Bog Brook; Big Island and Round Mountain ponds and Felker and Baker and Douglas ponds; Spencer Stream and Kibby Stream; the Moose River and the Dead River.

Not the wilds by any means but timberland, forests that had been cut before and would be cut again. Still, peaks enough to climb, ridges enough to run, valleys enough to explore, waterways enough to fish to keep a man going a long time and, in the middle of it all, Jim Pond Township itself, much of it uncut since the 1920s, the loggers’ old winter roads only a network of footpaths now that Don and I swamped out and blazed fresh each year for hikers in the summer, hunters in the fall.

***

Big Jim Pond lies about a mile and a quarter east of the Dead River’s North Branch. Maine Highway 27 runs west of the river, parallel to it, and often in sight of it on its twenty-five-mile route from the tiny village of Eustis to the Canadian line. In 1955 there was no bridge across the North Branch that connected with any road leading to Big Jim Pond Camps. That lack of a road connection with the outside world meant that everybody and everything that came into camp had to travel a complicated path. Our guests drove down a narrow woods track to our parking area and boat landing on the west bank of the river. There, they called into camp on a crank telephone (five short rings was our number) and most likely got my mother, Jean Kimber, who would be in earshot of the kitchen phone and who would then dispatch either my father, Frank Kimber, or Don or me, whoever was handiest, to climb into the Model A Ford beach wagon and go pick them up.

The call could just as well be from the grocery wholesaler who delivered cartons of canned peas, corn, carrots, beets, peaches and pears, quarters of beef and pork, slabs of bacon and tubs of lard to the boat landing, or from the guy who brought the bottles of propane that lit the gas lamps in the kitchen and fueled the ancient gas stove the cook could resort to if he needed some quick heat and the wood range was already tied up. All this stuff, plus an endless procession of five-gallon cans of gasoline to keep Big Jim’s machinery running—even the washing machine was powered by a little one-cylinder, lawnmower-sized gas engine—plus toilet paper and typewriter ribbons and postage stamps, every last toothpick or pencil, crossed the North Branch in our ferry, a big green scow hitched to an endless rope that ran through pulleys anchored to trees on either side of the river.

All that fuss—having to haul all our supplies across the river and then into camp in the Model A, having to do the same with our guests and their gear, then having to do it all in reverse again when they left after a week or two—was a price both we and our clientele gladly paid because the North Branch of the Dead River was Big Jim’s moat. On its far side, you parked the overstuffed plenitude of your bulgy Buick sedan. On this side, you climbed aboard the lean austerity of our 1932 Model A beach wagon, a vehicle never matched for elegance before or since, the body and doors all wood, all painted green, the roof built like a canoe with light ribs and planking covered with heavy canvas painted black, no glass in the windows, wide open to breeze and sun: a rolling verandah, a motorized surrey with no fringe on top.

Over there, you left the Ed Sullivan Show and the House Un-American Activities Committee behind to set off over here on a road that wasn’t a road at all but a buckboard track on which the Model A Ford had replaced the buckboard. Big Jim in 1955 was still halfway between horses and horsepower, not caught up with—no, not overwhelmed by—a world ten years after Hiroshima. This road-not-a-road was a mile-long bower, the canopy of red and sugar maples shading us, keeping the soil cool and damp and hard in the two tracks under the beach wagon’s wheels. No dust ever rose here, even in the driest of summers. On this side of the river, we had most of Jim Pond Township to ourselves, six miles by six of woods where no bulldozer blade had cut through the forest floor. Over here, time ran slower than it did on the other side of the North Branch, and even if you had never been to Jim Pond before, you knew, just minutes into your passage through that leafy tunnel, that you were heading for a place that would prove an oasis for the eye and heart and soul.

***

Don, my father and I each had our dreams for Big Jim. Not that any of us ever talked about them. Real men didn’t talk about their dreams, but I knew all three of us had them anyway.

Mine, a pipe dream. I dreamed Big Jim would live forever. If no young man believes he will ever die, no young man believes the world he has been born into and fallen in love with will die, either. I expected that Big Jim’s moat would never be bridged, that the trails that had once been loggers’ winter roads would not become logging roads again, that the lease the owner of Jim Pond Township granted my father each year would continue to be granted year after year, on into perpetuity. I had still not experienced, on my own hide, change and the fragility of human arrangements.

My father’s dream: To hold his own, to break even, or at least even enough that he could hang on here, to keep waking up every morning in his camp set back on the hill a little ways and look out, over the roof of the lodge, onto the water and the hills beyond, to go out in his Rangeley boat any evening he liked after supper to troll for togue and landlocked salmon or, on wind-still nights, to cast a fly to rising trout. To never ever again climb aboard the 7:23 that had carried him every morning from our commuter town in New Jersey to Hoboken, to never again work from nine to five in the real estate division of the Bankers Trust Company, where he had dealt with deeds and mortgage papers all day. He had his dream, a good part of it anyway, and dreamed only of keeping it.

Don’s dreams became projects. If you indulged in dreams alone, you had nothing to show for it. If you indulged in projects, you had a shower house, running water, and flush toilets in all the camps, a root cellar dug into the hill, shored up with timbers and planking and equipped with two sets of tightly fitting, insulated doors. It could be forty below outside, but inside you could keep carton upon carton of canned goods, jars of pickles and fruit juices, barrels of potatoes and carrots and beets, and nothing would freeze.

In that first summer, which was a time for Don and his new boss to feel each other out, he didn’t push hard. He eased my father into the idea of projects.

“You know, Frank,” Don said one night after supper, “I think it’d be worth our time to add a screened-in porch to that little housekeeping camp over in the cove. It’s awful miserable havin’ to cook and eat inside a stuffy little camp in hot weather. If we screen in the deck that’s already there, folks can sit outside in the cool of the evenin’ and enjoy their supper. Make the place a lot more comfortable.”

It just so happened that sometime in the spring, before my parents had even arrived at camp, Don had cut and peeled the fir we would need for the corner posts and rails of that porch and for the plates and rafters of its roof, so the work went quickly. In three days we were done, a mini project completed, not a full-scale construction job, just an upgrade, an improvement, but something new nonetheless; something that hadn’t been there before was there now. We swept the porch clean, raked up the sawdust and wood chips, picked up the scrap ends of screening and roofing felt, gathered our tools and put them in the boat, stepped back to admire our handiwork.

“There, by the bejesus,” Don said, and we climbed into the boat and headed back to camp for supper.

***

We had to spend most of our time, of course, not on projects but on the relentless, routine work that kept Big Jim functioning: the woodpile, for instance. Big Jim cooked and baked on a wood range, so even in the summer I hauled wheelbarrow loads of wood from the big drying shed back of the ice house to the kitchen woodbox twice a day. But come fall, especially the final weeks of deer season in late November, the demand for firewood increased five-, six-, tenfold. The hunters in each guest camp kept a fire going from the time they came in at dusk until bedtime, which might not come until a poker game finally broke up at midnight. The huge heater stove in the main dining room had to be roaring by five in the morning if the place was going to be warm enough to keep coffee from freezing in the hunters’ cups at breakfast. When the season closed at the end of November and my parents went south to a house they had built in Daytona Beach, Don moved into their camp for the winter—the roomiest camp at Jim Pond and the only one, apart from the main lodge, with a kitchen—and he needed enough wood for both heat and cooking to see him through until May.

All told, Big Jim gobbled up twenty or twenty-five cord a year, wood that we felled, dragged into the wood yard with a 1940 Cletrac crawler tractor, then bucked up with a brutishly heavy old Homelite chain saw. Any stick that cracked open easily, neat slabs popping off it with one whack of the axe, we split small enough to fit into the cook-stove fireboxes. Any lumpy, knotty, twisty-grained stick that didn’t yield instantly would wind up in one of the big, boxy heater stoves. When the pile of wood got so high we couldn’t see over it, we’d load as much of it onto our 1939 Chevy truck as the body would hold, haul it into the camp yard, pile it in the drying shed that was open to the air on all four sides, then go back for another load and another until all of it was in. Then we cut some more.

Every morning after we had driven the Chevy out to the wood yard, Don would say, “Well, Robert”—he always called me “Robert,” which he pronounced something like “Rahbut”—“it don’t look as anybody’s done a goddamn thing out here while we was gone.”

Nobody had, and we would set to it for another day.

Young and green as I was, I thought twitching whole trees out of the woods with the Cletrac and working them up into a small mountain of sweet, clean stove billets that shone in the sun was just plain fun, though I had sense enough not to say so.

Don, who was neither young nor green, did not emote about the work, either. He just did it the same way that he walked, neither hurrying nor dawdling, just doing what needed to be done at a steady pace, knowing that the next jag of wood to fell and buck and split and pile would be there this afternoon if we didn’t get to it this morning, tomorrow if we didn’t get to it today.

In spare moments during the workday—before breakfast in the morning, during the hour lunch break, after our five o’clock supper in the evening—I fit in all the little jobs a chore boy would have done if we had had one. I tended to all our guests’ needs. I made sure their cabins were supplied with firewood, kindling and old newspapers for tinder. First thing in the morning, I built a fire for Mrs. Fyte, who suffered from arthritis, so she wouldn’t have to get up in a damp, cold camp. I took a bucket of hot water to Mr. Reese, who, unlike most of Big Jim’s male guests, wanted to shave every day. If it had rained during the night, I bailed out our fleet of Rangeley boats tied up at the dock, waiting for their passengers like patient horses at the hitching rack of a saloon. I checked the bait traps and filled bait buckets for anyone who wanted to troll shiners. If Mr. Thorpe wanted to cast a fly on the river in the evening, I drove him down there in the Model A, pulled a canoe off the rack at the boat landing, and paddled him to the best pools upstream and down. If both Mr. and Mrs. Thorpe decided the next day that they wanted to visit the homestead museum of the famous opera diva Lillian Nordica, who was born and raised in Farmington, I again drove the Model A down to the river and ferried them across, and when they came back after dark in the evening and called on the phone to be picked up, I picked them up, all with a smile I didn’t even have to fake.

At noon, just before lunch, when Don and I came back from the woods dripping sweat, I ducked into the dank, delicious coolness of the ice house, where Don had stored, under a thick blanket of insulating sawdust, the hundred and fifty blocks of ice he had cut out of the pond in February. I scraped away the sawdust and horsed two or three of those blocks onto a wheelbarrow, carted them around to the back side of the kitchen, lugged them up a set of stairs onto a small landing, and slid them into the ice compartment of the walk-in icebox that kept Big Jim’s quarters of beef and pork, its milk and butter and eggs and cheese, from souring and spoiling. At cocktail time in the late afternoon, I revisited the ice house and lopped a breadbox-sized hunk of ice off one of those big blocks. In the kitchen, I washed the ice, attacked it with an ice pick, and then delivered little wooden buckets full of chipped ice to all the occupied camps.

Big Jim ran on wood and water, fire and ice.

***

By the time I got back to Big Jim in June of our second summer, Don had convinced my father that what the camps had been lacking for their entire history was a lounge. Don had planted that seed back in early September the previous summer, when we had nobody in camp for a few days and my father and mother, Don and I were sitting in the red Adirondack chairs on the porch of the main lodge pretending we were our own guests lazing out there, enjoying the absence of bugs and the bright, clean air with a nip of fall in it.

“Somethin’ me and Otho never got ’round to was buildin’ a lounge onto the west end of the dinin’ room,” he said. “An afternoon like this one’s perfect for sittin’ out here, but in a few weeks with cold fall rains comin’ on, it sure would be nice to be able to just walk into a room next door with a fire goin’ in the stove and some books and magazines to gawk at.”

Otho Record had owned and run the camps from sometime in the late ’30s until he sold to Wayne and Peggy, the young couple who had lasted only two years and who had sold in turn to my father. Over the several years my father had come to Big Jim as a guest, he had gotten to know and like Otho, so Otho’s opinion added some extra weight to Don’s own.

“Well,” my father said, “Otho spoke often about wanting to do that, but what with building the bathrooms onto the camps and running the water to them and all the other things you and he did in those years, it’s no wonder you didn’t get around to it.”

“Could have a poker table in there, too,” Don added. “Now the boys have to crowd into one camp or another for a game. No question, Frank. It’d add a lot to the place.”

“Let’s see how things pan out this year and what kind of season we’re likely to have next year,” my father said. “I agree that some kind of space here in the lodge for people to get together in after a meal would be a nice thing to have.”

Don, I was sure, had carried the day.

***

And indeed our project in that second summer was cutting and peeling camp logs so they could dry for a year and be ready to build with in our third summer. In the winter, Don had scouted out and marked about forty tall, straight fir a foot and more at the butt, also some smaller ones for floor joists and rafters. Just a week after I arrived in June, we went out after those trees with two axes, a two-man crosscut saw and two spuds.

“Aren’t you going to take the chain saw?” I asked.

“Don’t want to horse that brute around all day,” Don said, which was his way of saying he preferred to cut those trees by hand: no ear-splitting racket, just the sweet sound of a sharp axe chunking out a notch, the steady rhythm of the saw rippling back and forth, spitting sawdust out of the kerf. We felled two trees, then split up to limb them and peel the bark.

You trim off every branch close to the trunk, getting rid of as many lumps at this first stage of the game as you can. Then you run the corner of the spud lengthwise down the trunk, slicing through the bark so you can tuck the front of the curved blade into that cut and start rolling the bark off, first down one side, then the other. When you’re done, you have a snake lying out straight as a string and glistening gold in the sun, shed skin lying in tatters on either side. But in no time at all, the sap that imparts that sheen to a freshly peeled softwood will dry out and leave the log still clean and fresh but without the glow that seems to be an emanation from the heart of the wood. No matter how clean the logs are when the camp is finished, or whatever preservative or stain you might buy to protect them, they will never again look the way they did in those first few minutes; and if anyone should ever find a way to keep that glow from fading, we would have a building material fit for the City of God.

As it was, Don and I had building material quite fit enough for a lounge at Big Jim Pond Camps, a pile of logs dragged into the camp yard with the Cletrac and stacked up on skids to keep them out of the muck and snowmelt of the next spring. And when, in our third summer, we had gotten ahead enough on the woodpile and put new roofing paper on two camps, we dug the post holes for the foundation of the lounge, set the posts and laid the three stringers that would carry the floor joists.

***

There are any number of ways you can build a log camp, but in Don’s universe the only right way was to notch the bottoms of the logs at the corners so that each new log straddled the one below it. Any rainwater that got driven into the joint could not collect there to rot the wood but would roll off the rounded surface.

Not all projects required the right way. For the shower house and the bathroom additions on the camps, Don and Otho had used the much quicker and easier method of setting corner posts on the sill logs, cutting the logs for the walls square at the ends to fit snug between the posts, then spiking them into the posts. But this lounge was a different story, a showpiece. It had to have some class. And then, though Don never said so, he probably saw it as his swan-song. He was fifty-seven; Big Jim wasn’t likely to need another new building in his time, so this one should be a masterpiece.

Building with logs isn’t what you’d call fine woodworking, but we came as close to that standard as axes would let us get. We scribed the exact shape each notch should have onto the log with a compass, rolled the log up, then took turns, first Don, then me, carving the notches out with the axe and hewing off any lumps or curves in the log that kept it from settling down snugly on the one below it. We might roll a log back up three, four, five times to shave off just a little more wood along the length of it or to clean the notch out so that it fitted the log below tightly.

When Don was satisfied, he’d grin and say, “Just the cock for dolly,” and we’d spike that log in place.

***

In late September we finished the lounge, the floor varnished and gleaming, a couple of bookshelves built onto the wall just inside the entrance from the dining room, a Franklin stove in the far corner, a green sofa against the back wall with end tables for drinks and magazines at either end, a big hooked rug on the floor, a couple of rocking chairs, a view of the pond from a picture window we concocted out of three big sliding windows Don had salvaged from the wrecking of an old hotel in Lewiston and, in the middle of the room, a snazzy octagonal poker table, complete with a green felt playing surface and little sunken compartments in front of each of the eight players’ stations for chips, drinks and ashtrays.

The weekend after the lounge was finished and furnished, Don brought Virginia into camp late Saturday afternoon for a little celebration. The fall foliage was at its peak, the maples across the pond flaring up red and orange against the green of the softwoods; fair-weather clouds scurried across a blue sky.

I’d built a little fire in the Franklin stove and opened the doors up, as much for atmosphere as for warmth. We settled into the green couch and the rockers, my father and mother, Don and Virginia, and I, and made fairly short work of a fifth of Canadian Club, classy booze my father had bought a couple of weeks ago at the state store in Farmington and tucked away specially for this occasion.

Sitting in this room built of clean logs, its rafters and roof boards overhead still so new they seemed to rain light down on us, I let my head drift off on the fumes of that good whiskey, picturing a future I thought all but assured. In it, all five of us would keep gathering in this room Don had been itching to build for years. Don would keep going out to see Virginia every Wednesday evening and Saturday noon; they’d keep dancing at many another hunters’ ball—how many more I couldn’t guess, but many more. What the practical arrangements might be to make all that possible, I did not trouble my woozy head about.

“Fall is so beautiful,” Virginia said. “Just look out there. I love the fall, but it’s so sad, too, because you know what’s coming right behind it.”

The other project going on in the summer of 1957 was not ours. It was the bridge across the North Branch and the bulldozed road that would run a mile downstream from the bridge to meet up with our buckboard road.

That year, the new road went no farther. The jobber built a small camp at the junction of the new road and the buckboard road, and that winter two men with horses cut birch that a mill in Dixfield would turn into spools for the Coats and Clark thread company.

We had to admit the new road had its advantages. Our guests could drive themselves into camp and drive themselves back out again. We could drive our Mercury station wagon to Stratton or Farmington, load it up with groceries, hardware, roofing paper, gas cans, anything, and everything, and drive the stuff right to Big Jim’s back door. Delivery trucks could drive in, too. We soon had, up on the hill back of the kitchen and next to the guides’ camp, one of those huge propane tanks that looks like half an airliner fuselage. Never again would Don and I horse hundred-pound gas bottles into the green scow at the river, then into the Chevy truck or, in the winter, haul them in behind us one at a time like sleds.

Once we had hewn the rafters for the lounge and were ready to put on the roof boards, a truck from Jordan Lumber in Kingfield drove right down to the porch of the main lodge, and we had our roofing boards delivered within twenty yards of their final resting place. A week later, when the roof was up and papered, the same truck came back again with the finish boards for the floor.

Now, who in his right mind could complain about that?

***

My college years were over; my ten Wanderjahre just beginning: drafted in 1958 for two years, stationed in Germany, graduate school, a teaching job in Berlin. I didn’t get back to Jim Pond for an extended stay until the summer of 1968. In the few visits I’d been able to make in the previous decade, I could see the continuing changes the road was bringing to both the camps and the surrounding territory.

That it made life easier at Big Jim any fool could see. Because the Fotters’ grocery store in Stratton was only a twelve-mile drive door to door now, my parents could make frequent, easy runs to buy perishables there and no longer needed all the cold-storage space the big walk-in icebox had provided. Two used gas refrigerators my father was able to pick up and the propane tank that could be refilled at a moment’s notice took care of the camps’ refrigeration needs, also relieving Don of cutting and storing ice in the winter. His only winter responsibility now was to keep the roofs shoveled clear of snow so they wouldn’t cave in. The ice house, with its insulating sawdust, was obsolete; so too was our old, cantankerous sawmill now that we could get lumber delivered right to pond’s edge. The sawmill had all but disappeared, the shed roof caved in and the timber framing rotted out from under the tracks and the log carriage. Young poplar were springing up in and around the wreckage.

And of course the bulldozer had continued on its march, following many of Big Jim’s hiking trails, making wide gravel roads of them and extending the reach of the road network. Hunters and fishermen could stay in Stratton or Eustis and in an hour’s drive or less reach parts of Jim Pond Township that would have been inaccessible before the bridge and roads went in. Big Jim’s clientele shrank. Because more and more people could easily get into more and more of the area, fewer felt the need to stay at a sporting camp on the township. Also, many guests who had been coming to camp year after year were aging and dropping off Big Jim’s mailing list. In my father’s first years at camp, he had hired a cook for the entire season, May through November. Now he and my mother did the cooking and waiting on tables, only hiring a woman to help with kitchen and cabin chores if business turned out a little better than expected.

He and Don were both sixty-eight, far from decrepit but sixty-eight nonetheless. Don allowed as he was slowing down. Come deer season, he still guided hunters from dawn to dusk, some old customers he had guided for years on end and who remained loyal to him and to Big Jim, but now, instead of sitting up with his party for a few drinks in the evening, he headed straight for the guides’ camp and bed the minute he finished his supper.

Virginia, who had worked for the local telephone company as an operator in the Stratton office all the years we had known her, had been offered a better job in the company’s headquarters in North Anson and had moved there.

***

The next two years I spent teaching in the Boston area, where Rita and I met and married. In the summer of 1971, we moved to Maine, not to Jim Pond but to Temple, a small town near Farmington. We bought an old farm with a rickety house on it that demanded all our time to make it livable for the coming winter. Our weekend trips to Jim Pond were few.

In late July my father called us to say the main lodge and the ice house right next to it had burned to the ground. Don, sleeping in the guides’ camp right behind the lodge, had wakened to the flames and raced out to Eustis to summon the state forest service tank trucks. The forest service team had come in as quickly as they could, but by the time they arrived, the buildings were already a total loss. All the firemen could do was wet down the guides’ camp and Camp Two, both of which were quite near the blaze, and prevent the fire from spreading into the grass and trees.

The only explanation for the fire anyone ever came up with was spontaneous combustion in that great mound of old sawdust in the ice house. The conditions were ideal: some dampness left over from the melted ice, just enough air for oxidation. Once we had stopped storing ice, we should have shoveled that sawdust out, carted it off down one of the new logging roads, and thrown it to the winds. But none of us had thought to do that.

***

Two summers later, the family company that had owned Jim Pond Township for generations sold it. The new corporate owner didn’t want a commercial camp on the land and would not renew my father’s lease for the next season.

Oddly enough, or perhaps not oddly at all, this sudden end to Big Jim Pond Camps did not hit any of us as a catastrophe. My father and Don were both seventy-three. Big Jim was about the same age, and, by the time the township was sold, the camps had long since ceased to be a going business. My parents came up from Florida later and later each spring and left a little earlier each fall. The only clients who came, even before the fire, were few and far between, mostly old friends for whom Big Jim remained an oasis for the soul and who were content simply to be there. Once the lodge had burned, Big Jim was just where my parents spent their summers, where Don continued to live and where a handful of couples might turn up in the course of the season for a few days.

My father sold off everything movable on the place—boats, motors, the stoves and furniture in the camps. Friends of mine in need of housing but with little money took down three of the cabins, numbering the logs as they worked, carted them away on lumber trucks, then reassembled the cabins on their own plots of land. You make camp and break camp, and sometimes somebody else makes camp again.

With the exception of the owners’ camp, the remaining buildings were bulldozed and burned. Now, thirty-five years later, the alders have taken over the camp yard.

My father had owned and run Big Jim Pond Camps for eighteen years. I suppose, from most perspectives, his venture at Jim Pond was a failure, even a crazy enterprise from the word go. How could a man who had worked in real estate law for much of his life buy a place where he owned a set of buildings but not the land underneath them, where the fate of the business hung on the annual renewal of his lease?

Well, the lease always had been renewed year after year, decade after decade. My father had been more than willing to go in on those terms. Life was not forever, and if Big Jim wasn’t, either, too bad. Four, seven, eleven, or however many years doing what he wanted wasn’t so bad a deal. As it turned out, he got eighteen.

I never thought of my father as an adventuresome man, but he had been brave enough to take the chance he took. He had also managed his assets just carefully enough to get him to the end of his days. He died at eighty-one, felled by a heart attack in his Daytona Beach house. He and my mother must have been living on not much more than their Social Security checks. His bank account was down to only a few dollars. He owned only the house, its furnishings, and his car.

***

Don had died shortly before my father, in a house in Eustis where his mother had lived out her last years and that he had inherited from her. The newspaper report of his death said he had been trying to repair a gas heater and it exploded on him, that he had been found lying face down on a heating grill. But Tommy Lamont, who worked for the state forest service in Eustis, told me when I saw him a couple of months later that the newspaper report was wrong. Don, too, had died of a heart attack.

“He was a good man,” Tommy said—somewhat defensively, I thought—as if he knew, as I did, that whatever Don’s failings had been, they were as nothing compared to his goodness, and that nowhere near enough people knew how good he had been, that all they saw in him was an old ne’er-do-well woodsman with a woodsman’s persistent hankering for whiskey.

My father may have owned Big Jim Pond Camps, but the only one of us who had truly earned the right to call Big Jim his own—because it was his work that kept the place from falling down, his work that brought in the wood and the ice and kept the roofs from caving in year after year when my parents weren’t there and I wasn’t there and he was the only person there, holding this small part of the world up on his shoulders—that only person was Don.

His funeral in Farmington was a routine affair. He was a veteran; a flag draped his coffin; a few older men whom I didn’t know but assumed were there from the VFW attended. So did Virginia, who had come over from North Anson.

The minister, clearly called in on a rotation basis, knew Don not at all and went through his rote service: “O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” And that was that.

I’m never quick on the uptake. I always think, long after the opportunity has gone by, of the clever argument or quick-witted response I should have thought of in a discussion days earlier. I knew at the time that this service for Don cheated him, did him no honor or justice at all. But I could find no words to speak at the moment, so Rita and I left and went home, and when I said to her what a sad, empty fiasco that had been, she said, “Don would have laughed.”

Maybe. Laughed or snorted.

But whatever he would have done, he was Big Jim. He still is. And these words are just some of the words I couldn’t find to say for him that day.
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