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  Dedicated to the memory of Henry P. Spencer,

  Henry J. Spencer, and Kerwin A. Spencer Sr.,

  all legends of the spring in my fishing pedigree.


  PROLOGUE

  Every fishing family has a legend. If you’re born into one of these families, you become part of that legend. In my case, my one living grandfather at the time of my birth, his son—my father—and both maternal and paternal uncles fished. In due course, so did all my cousins and both of my brothers. All the women in the family fished faithfully, too, if perhaps without the same frequency. While growing up, it didn’t seem as if fishing was something you decided to do or not to do. It was like going to school, only better. Or riding a bike. Or swimming. Not to fish, in my family, would have been like not living.

  My grandfather, Henry P. Spencer, fished for brook trout into his late eighties. Then, after having one of the very first pacemakers put into his chest at Yale New Haven Hospital in the early 1960s, he resumed fishing. Some of my earliest memories are of him taking me in “the old jalopy” (the term the legend gave to his even-then-old Model A Ford) to a secluded brook not four feet wide in some stretches. He wore hip boots, fished with a short bamboo fly rod of no distinction, and carried a creel slung over his right shoulder, resting on his left hip. He fished slowly. Very slowly. He taught me the importance of shadows on the water, and how to avoid casting any when you’re trout fishing. Fish fear shadows.

  He fished with “angle worms” dug from his garden. Often, he impaled two with his hook so that four ends would dangle tantalizingly as the bait floated downstream beneath the riffles. I learned from him how to watch the line to see when a trout had picked up the bait. It would first straighten, then move in one direction or another. After waiting so long that it was sometimes painful, it was time to set the hook. For me, nothing has ever been more beautiful to behold than the living color of speckled, squaretail trout in my grandfather’s hand. He would pick up some wet moss along the stream bank to line the bottom of his creel with before laying the fish in.

  Fishing conversations with anyone in my family, extended family included, were commonplace. To talk fishing, to read about fishing in Field & Stream or Outdoor Life, to go to bait and tackle shops—all of this was routine. The vacations we took were fishing vacations. The outings we shared with family were fishing outings. People who didn’t fish were exotic to me. I didn’t understand how someone could be a normal person and know nothing about fish. It seemed the same as denying the existence of water.

  That’s what I was born into, the legend I joined. It has since lengthened and deepened with my own experiences, and now with those of my son. Maybe I should call it a fishing pedigree. As I guide, I love to hear about someone else’s fishing pedigree, where it has taken them, how it has played into other aspects of their life.

  You can’t help your background, and that’s mine. Sometimes, people turn away from their pedigree, sending a shockwave through the family. They may need to do so for various reasons, and they may even pull it off without adverse effects. That’s not what happened here. Looking up through the branches of my family tree, it’s a wonder more fishing guides didn’t fall from those limbs.

  These days, I hear from a lot of young people who are interested in becoming guides. I find myself thinking, “What’s the rush?” It would probably dismay them to know that I advocate living a rich, full life before becoming a guide. Butcher, baker, candlestick maker—it will all come in handy if, in maturity, you do decide to become a working guide. The more varied the experiences under your belt, the better. That’s because what a fishing relationship between a sport and a guide amounts to is an ongoing conversation—sometimes for days on end, sometimes for years. The more you can bring to that conversation, the more fruitful it will be, and the longer it will last. Then you may hear along the way, as some guides do, that the company you offer is just as valued as the company you keep.

  There is one credential, however, that is compulsory. It trumps a lifetime of fishing. It overshadows being a gifted teacher. It even eclipses a detailed knowledge of all the waters of your guiding region. That credential is the ability to listen, honestly and well. It has been said that the whole world awaits a good listener, and there is no enactment of that aphorism more powerfully compelling than guided fishing. No psychiatrist’s couch, no confessional, no dimly lit boudoir evokes more truth than two souls floating, and fishing, together.

  These stories, saved up from lots of listening, are arranged for the most part as they happened. If they had passed through my canoe and out of my reach due to my own preoccupation or inattentiveness, it would’ve been one of my life’s great losses. It was my intention here to give them the care and attention they deserve.

  Life and death situations do arise in guiding, and the first story you’ll read here was the most significant and difficult in my career so far. I was fortunate to have the counsel of someone much older to help me through it, someone who metes out his wisdom generously from an off-the-grid, rustic cabin deep in the Maine woods.

  In fact, many of the stories that follow derive from my experiences with older sports. This is no surprise to me, as I have been drawn to the elderly since childhood. Those I write about here have made a more advanced stage of life far less daunting to me. I might even say that they’re the ones doing the guiding. With their long view backward, and their clear-eyed view of the present, they make the waters I must navigate far less murky.


  A CRY FOR HELP

  There’s no way to fully prepare for a real emergency. They blindside you every time. As a full-time fishing guide, I’d been around my share.

  Like the time two fishermen rented an aluminum boat and motored out to the middle of West Grand Lake in late September. The salmon season stays open there until October 15, and they were rigged to troll. It’s a good time for that. The lakes have “turned over” by that time. The water temperature has dropped drastically, and the sport fish (landlocked salmon) have come up closer to the surface following the thermocline. While that may be predictable, the wind and weather in the middle of a 15,000–acre lake isn’t. That late afternoon, a wind came up. It didn’t seem like much, but with the right combination of events, it doesn’t take much.

  The two men were traveling into the wind when a wave hit the bow and threw them both off balance. Off balance enough to land in the lake. The boat kept going, pilotless, with the personal flotation devices on the floor. It was found by guides later, up against a distant shore, motor still running. One of the men swam nearly two miles in frigid water to shore, walked another quarter of a mile, and stumbled into a camp. His buddy, a Philadelphia police officer, was not so lucky. His body surfaced in Farm Cove, several miles from the scene, the following December.

  Not long after that, in the middle of the same lake on a rough day, I came upon a “party boat,” the colloquial name given to those pontoon-platform vessels that have grown increasingly popular in recent years. There was no one aboard. This was enough to alarm me, as well as the two clients I was guiding that day. The boat was outfitted with a large outboard and a smaller “kicker” motor beside it for trolling or for backup if the primary power source failed. It looked like that was what had happened. The only trouble was that the kicker motor was hanging upside down in the lake from its safety chain. Only the most horrible scenario now presented itself from the visible evidence: The kicker motor had failed, too, and in attempts to work on it in rough water, the operator had gone over and drowned.

  Using the extra eyes of my sports, Curtis and Tammy Sue Willey of Manchester, Connecticut, I searched the entire area before making all the necessary calls. The news that night was better than any birthday cake I’ve ever had. The owners of the party boat, who were also camp owners on the lake, were safely at home in New Hampshire. The boat had simply slipped its mooring! The kicker motor had then jostled itself loose. If only every emergency could end that way. If only.

  Everything about the early season that year had seemed normal. The ice had gone out May 1, and I was at my post in the stern seat of my Grand Laker canoe by May 16. My first clients were none other than the “Stalwarts,” my nickname for four guys who went to college together in the 1950s and, despite their age, are willing to brave brutal salmon weather each spring. Landlocked salmon—they’re the biggest draw in May for the guiding commerce of Grand Lake Stream, Maine. It’s a good start to the season for me, reconvening with sports who have become friends, sharing in the joy of every one of their catches. I made a fish chowder for them on that first day, just as I always do. Mike Fastoso, now deceased, had caught a fine togue (the Native word for lake trout) on a Governor Aiken tandem streamer fly. We took one look at that fish flopping in the net and pronounced it perfect for the chowder pot. By the end of our three days on the water, I’d found the stride that was to last me until early October. Or so I thought.

  Right after the “Stalwarts” came Rob and Rebecca Lekowski, whom I’ve guided for over ten years. They represent my model fishing couple, the one I talk about most to other sports. The one word I’ve never heard pass their lips with regard to fishing adventures is “No.” We have ranged so far off beaten paths and well-traveled waterways, it’s just possible we’ve fished once or twice where no lines have been cast before. We keep the details of these experiences to ourselves, knowing that shared secrets form the most lasting bonds.

  June, the fastest thirty days of the year for local fishing guides, was off to a great start with the McCandlish brothers, Charlie and Tom from Raleigh and Richmond, respectively. After five years of fishing together, the underlying competitiveness that the brothers carry onto the water has been transformed into an ongoing dialogue that sounds like a professional comedy routine. I act as mediator. It’s a role I play to the fullest, coming from a family of brothers myself. I had finished up three days with Charlie and Tom and said good-byes that would’ve been sadder had they not included vows all around to resume the dialogue the following year. I also gave private thanks that the tone of my season had gotten off on very high notes, thanks to these first three parties.

  It was an uncharacteristically warm evening for early June. From where I dropped off the McCandlish brothers, I had only to haul canoe and trailer past The Pine Tree Store, hang a left, and cross the only traffic bridge in Grand Lake Stream. As I did, dozens of mayflies struck my windshield. The Hendrickson hatch! Sure enough, when I glanced upstream to the Dam Pool, several fly fishers were hard at it, fishing this blizzard of mayflies, which in turn were inspiring salmon to dimple the surface like large raindrops. One more left turn onto Tough End Road, and I’d soon be home.

  Tough End Road runs parallel to the stream for several hundred yards. Then the stream veers off and continues its three-mile run to Big Lake. There are several classic salmon pools in this first section. The second pool is named the Hatchery Pool since it begins where the last in a line of roofed, salmon-breeding raceways ends. Here, the stream flow takes a nearly 90-degree left turn. My canoe garage was straight uphill from the Pool, about 250 yards away.

  The chores at the beginning and end of a guided fishing day lengthen that day by about an hour. I emptied the canoe, hung the all-weather runner carpet up to dry, used the wet-dry vac between all the ash ribs, then wiped the whole canoe out with a chamois cloth. I filled my gas tank for the outboard, then did a final inspection of the canoe, inside and out.

  Satisfied, I was on my way across the lawn to the house when I heard a shout from the stream. Nothing unusual there. From that vantage, if the wind is right, I can hear not only the stream, but fly fishers conversing as well. For years, I’ve listened to the jubilant calls of lucky anglers who’ve just hooked into a salmon in the Hatchery Pool. Having experienced this myself, it can be an involuntary reaction to the force of the pullback, or to the tail walk that dazzles you no matter how many times you’ve seen it. Having seen the Hendrickson hatch when I crossed the bridge, I had no doubt there’d be good fishing tonight.

  The shouts continued as I made my way across the yard and up onto the deck off the front door of the house. I smiled to think this must be somebody’s fish of a lifetime. Then, in the midst of all the yelling, just as I opened my front door, one of those shouts sounded enough like the word “Help” to stop me in my tracks. I let go of the door and started moving across my front yard toward the stream.

  A neighbor’s lawn sloped from the high ground next to Tough End Road all the way down to the sharp, leftward sweep of the Hatchery Pool. As I neared that rise, another, this time unmistakable, cry of “Help!” set me on a dead run. As I ran, I could make out a man standing in the deep water in the center of the pool. He was unnaturally hunched over. Now I was running as fast as I could without tumbling down the hill. Wearing typical guiding attire—khaki pants, chamois shirt, and L.L. Bean boots—I hit the water in full stride only to see, coming from upstream, fellow guide John Shamel. He’d apparently heard what I’d heard and had responded the same way at the same time.

  By now, we could both see that it was not one man, but two, each appearing to be in his late fifties. The hunched-over man was holding another man by the armpits. He’d been standing there in the deep water and fast current since the very first shouts that I’d mistaken for the caterwauls of angling success. He was clearly played out.

  Simultaneously, John and I grabbed the fallen, huskily built man who appeared to be unconscious and hauled him to the nearest shore—the one I’d come from. The exhausted man followed. We laid the very pale, limp, waders-clad man down gently, face up on the muddy, grassy bank. John worked to undo the waders’ belt while I loosened the man’s collar and swept his mouth and throat with my index finger. We each took his pulse. It was faint, weak, irregular.

  Since I was nearest to the man’s head, I positioned myself on my knees and began CPR. Luckily, my training came back to me, except that this was no classroom dummy. It hit me like a paddle blade across the forehead that just a moment ago I was thinking about what I might cook for supper, and now, I was involved in someone’s life-and-death struggle. Everything was happening too fast.

  The protocol had recently changed from fifteen compressions to thirty before giving a rescue breath. I called out the number of each compression, so as not to lose count. After each set, I cleared the airway again and blew in. The man who had been holding him in the stream started calling out, “C’mon Tyke. C’mon buddy.” Only then did I realize that they knew each other and were probably friends, brothers, business associates, or relatives fishing together. Somehow that kicked up the adrenaline even more. After several compression sets, John moved up to relieve me. By that time, Sammy Sprague, brother of my old friend the late Sonny Sprague, had arrived ready to help. He said the Rescue Squad had been called and was on its way.

  The pace never slackened. We all took turns, each doing three to four sets of compressions while one of the other two took Tyke’s pulse, a pulse that was now undetectable. After multiple rounds each, only the faces told the truth that no one would speak. It was a time for denying the truth and pressing on. No one stopped. There was never an interruption in the rhythm of compressions and breaths. We only heard the more and more fervent pleas of “Tyke! C’mon Tyke!” from the man kneeling beside us in the mud.

  We had been working on Tyke for forty-five minutes, working even after the EMTs had applied the defibrillator paddles several times. I was back in position by the fallen fisherman’s head to begin another set when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I went to work just the same and then heard a voice I recognized as that of EMT Robin Harriman, speaking my name. Without turning around I kept on compressing, and then she said it again. I ignored her, but this time she put her other hand under my arm as though to lift me. She spoke my name one more time, only more softly this time. When I turned toward her, all she said was, “He’s gone, Randy.”

  Robin has had to say these words many times in similar situations. She knew how to say them convincingly, leaving no room for doubt. With those words, my own weight seemed to double, driving my knees deeper into the mud. I slumped there for some length of time—it could have been seconds or minutes. When I looked up, I saw John and Sammy standing to either side of the body wearing expressions that mirrored what I felt: that we had been powerless; that nothing we’d done had mattered in the end.

  Then I looked at the man on the ground beside the deceased. I had never seen anyone so bereft. I stood up and said, “I’m sorry,” and the statement sounded so absurd, I wished I could grab it out of the air and jam it back down my throat. I made my way through the people who had gathered on shore behind us, some of whom patted me on the back. Each pat intensified my self-loathing. I slogged up the hill and crossed the street to my house, now completely shrouded in darkness.

  Collapsing on my deck in soaked clothing, I watched lights flashing from rescue and game warden vehicles as each jockeyed into position at the top of the hill. Now a larger crowd had formed. Overcome with thirst, I went into the kitchen, pulled a beer out of the fridge, and gulped it down much too quickly. My head was swimming. Back in the deck chair, it must have been the beer that allowed messages from different muscle groups to make their way to my brain. I suddenly felt as if I had just pushed a truck up to the top of the hill on Tough End Road. My heart rate tripped into tachycardia. I watched the crowd gradually thin out, and finally saw the gurney loaded into the ambulance. I put my face in my hands. Time stopped. When I looked up, my clothes were almost dry, and the moon had risen.

  It wasn’t the face of death that kept flashing before my eyes. It was the face of the other man, the one on the ground next to the deceased. His cries of “C’mon Tyke” still rang in my ears. We’d all been thrown together in a moment of crisis and then things went from bad to worse. When I finally got up, my clothes were as good as dry. I went in, patted my face with water at the kitchen sink, toweled off, put on the same fishing hat I’d worn guiding all day, then went out and started the truck. I drove down Tough End Road, over the bridge, and stopped at The Pine Tree Store, knowing that Kurt and Kathy Cressey would be the most likely to know where the two men were staying. Most of the fishing licenses of visiting sports are purchased at the store. Grand Lake Steam is so small a town, Kurt and Kathy would by now have heard not only the whole Hatchery Pool tragedy, but also who was involved and who the victim was.

  I barely got the door open when Kathy pulled me into a hug. “I’m so sorry,” she said, and I had to swallow hard to keep down what wanted to come flooding out. She knew who the two fishermen were and where they were staying. She knew it was Tyke that had died. She was gracious as always, ready to talk or listen. I thanked her, but excused myself and headed down Water Street.

  At 6 a.m. the next morning, my phone rang. I’d been awake most of the night thinking about my visit to the cabin on Water Street, where Tyke and his friend Joe were staying. The call was from the sporting lodge that had hired me for the next three days. My sports’ flight from Cleveland the previous evening had been delayed because of a summer storm system that had roared through the Midwest. After several delays, the flight was canceled. The airline was making good on their tickets, but my group decided to move their trip to September.

  This was not good news. I was counting on my guiding work to jolt me out of my gloom. A second cup of coffee seemed only to intensify the anxiety that had settled over me. To make matters worse, when I walked from the house to the garage I heard an imaginary voice calling for help again, and that was the last straw.

  I saw no point in sticking around when to do so would inevitably mean encountering well-meaning townsfolk. I recalled a song lyric that perfectly describes Grand Lake Stream. The first line of the Kieran Kane song called “In A Town This Size” is:

  In a town this size

  there’s no place to hide

  everywhere you go

  you meet someone you know …

  If, today, I were to take my habitual morning walk, as I do every morning of the off-season, I would meet my friends and neighbors. If I stopped by the store, they’d be there, too. The problem was not them—it was me. Whatever these thoughts were, they were overtaking me like an avalanche. I needed to be alone with them.

  I was aware that something inside me had changed, or moved. Something like this had never happened to me before. But if there were one person who might help me make sense of it all it was Drummond Humchuck, and seeing him meant making a quiet exit from town.

  Township Unknown, a name I use for a place that has no official name, has a population of one. It encompasses, as far as I can tell, not the usual thirty-six square miles of an unorganized township, but an area equal only to the space taken up by Drummond Humchuck’s estate.

  I use the term estate lightly; and yet, there it is, a self-contained, working plantation, the products of which are fish and game; birch, beech, and ash for both work and warmth; spruce, cedar, and fir for the protection of wintering mammals; and cranberries, blueberries, and blackberries for Drummond’s larder. There are beechnuts, too, and even the occasional acorn. Oaks are not as prolific here at the forty-fifth latitude as they are points south.

  I use the word plantation lightly too, but Township Unknown is a unique one in that it sustains itself with just one caretaker. Drummond Humchuck does take from it what supports his existence, but what he gives back more than compensates. He culls fallen hardwoods for his firewood, thereby opening up space for new understory to make a start. This in turn provides browse for deer, moose, and other mammals, and cover for upland game birds. He thins the wild berry crops annually (aided by black bears), a practice just as beneficial in the wild as on domestic fruit farms. Growth and production are greatly enhanced as plants stay healthier and heartier. Drummond harvests only the fish and game he can use. He treats the woods and waters close to this cabin as a kind of Eden, which will provide for him so long as he does not bite into the apple of waste.

  That’s my friend: eighty-something, clear-eyed and fit, full of wit and humor: a woods sage if ever one walked this earth. We sit on birch twig chairs of his own making, but I feel as if I sit at his feet, soaking up every story, every tangent he travels, every lesson he doesn’t know he’s teaching me.

  My sworn oath is to respect and protect his one wish—to leave him to his privacy. He has no interest in fishbowl examinations of a life he believes to be very ordinary, and he certainly has no interest in celebrity.*

  But there is something about the private and the intentionally hidden that can’t help but pique our curiosity. I can’t count the number of times I’ve been asked to spill the beans on Drummond’s actual whereabouts. “Prove that he exists,” they say, eager to solve the mystery. “For all we know, you could have just made him up!”

  Perhaps oddly, I’m just as content to let readers consider my friend unreal. Surely some of them reject out of hand the possibility that someone in this day and age who has a home might not have an address. Or a bank account. Or a tax return. These good folks, who sometimes label themselves “realists” or “healthy skeptics,” would indeed need proof that such a person exists by way of a full disclosure of Drummond Humchuck’s exact whereabouts. My apologies to them.

  I write about Drummond with the full faith and support of those who already know that within a reasonable distance from the home of any Maine resident lives a Drummond Humchuck. It could be a cabin on any old family plot. It might be a mobile home picked up in a fire sale and moved to the end of some overgrown woods road. These places rarely have power or plumbing. Forty-two percent of Maine is unorganized territory comprising huge tracts of wilderness—twelve million acres to be exact. Who’s to say how many recluses, on the fringe and off the grid, inhabit them? Before knowing Drummond, I had long heard the legend of Roy Flint, the “hermit of Mount Katahdin.” The idea that he lived in a cabin at the foot of the mountain and received groceries from sympathetic bush pilots was certainly an alluring one. I confess—I doubted he was real. Then I met his granddaughter at a book signing in Boothbay Harbor. She confirmed both his existence and his legend.

  I’m indebted to those readers who require no proof, especially since that proof might compromise the unique life Drummond leads. It may be that at some point in their own lives, they knew someone like my friend. For others, he may represent a life unlived, an experiment never undertaken.

  When I read those letters, I couldn’t help but wish that those readers knew more. In a way, I felt as if I had slighted them. The text of that book took up so many other aspects of life in Grand Lake Stream that the constraints of space dictated only a smattering of anecdotes from Drummond Humchuck’s deep woods existence. In a sense, that did him an injustice. His life is no more comprised of anecdotes than anyone else’s is. It’s a full life, a complete life with a past, a present, and a future, though it’s true that Drummond lives in the present more than most.

  I recall one conversation in which I had referred several times to “the future,” as in planning for the future, or preparing for the future. I faintly recall having been visited by a life insurance salesman just before this time. It was a concept quite foreign to Drummond. Finally, after listening all the way through as he always does, he blew out a cloud of red willow smoke from his whittled, homemade pipe and said, “This future yer talkin’ ’bout chum … when is it?” My mind went blank. I looked at my friend, dumbfounded. I thought, everyone knows when the future is, don’t they?

  “I heard about it a few times before,” Drummond continued, “so I begun checkin’ every day to see if it was here yet. And ya know what chum? Every time I checked, it was still now.”

  I was flummoxed. There’s no use arguing against an unprovable premise or a pearl of wisdom from so pure a source. In practice, Drummond does plan for tomorrow, but that activity occurs now, so he’s still living in the present. By his reckoning, tomorrow is really just another aspect of today. So today, he’ll cut a little firewood for tomorrow. And today, he’ll use a bar of soap cut from a batch he made a year ago to last him until today. In the most practical sense possible, past, present, and future are living harmoniously in Drummond Humchuck, today!

  Some of those letters I received about Drummond were detailed and inquisitive. One sport of mine from Chapel Hill, North Carolina, wrote to inquire specifically after Drummond’s health, his diet, and whether he suffered any of the usual setbacks that would be expected in someone his age. I have long contemplated, for selfish reasons mostly, how age doesn’t steal from Drummond Humchuck the way it does from most people. Everyone knows that age robs agility, lucidity, strength, stamina, resilience, equilibrium, and perhaps most of all, confidence. If I could crack the code as to how Drummond maintains these as well as he does, then maybe I could also avoid these setbacks in the next thirty years. Apart from the sheer enjoyment of Drummond’s company, I’m always studying him.

  Of the many things Drummond is apparently exempt from, there is one that fascinates me more than anything else. It’s not one of the obvious things. It’s not that fish and game laws as I know them don’t apply to him. It’s not that his is the one plot of ground in all this country that seems to have no tax on it. It’s not that the “normal” stresses of our world—bills, bosses, deadlines, traffic, politics, governments—have no reality for him. It’s how he manages to cope with the weight of time.

  After all, there he is, alone, hours from the nearest equivalent of civilization, for that’s what Grand Lake Stream is. You still have to travel considerably from there to get to the goods and services part of civilization. For Drummond, as with all of us, there are twenty-four hours to contend with each day. Most people will rest from six to eight hours out of that twenty-four. If he rests eight, that still leaves sixteen with no one to talk to, no radio, no TV, no computer, none of the distractions that we consider essential.

  I’ve heard it described by other elderly people as the problem of time. Time, they’ve told me, is a double-edged sword, one that wounds in two ways. On the one hand, a backward glance is a shocking revelation of how quickly time has passed. “It seems like only yesterday the kids graduated from high school, and now my grandchildren are in high school!” One of my senior sports said this to me one day as we drifted with the current on the St. Croix River. “And yet, time in the present moves so slowly,” he went on. “How cruel, how unfair that the biggest, most meaningful things in life occurred when time was moving too fast to fully savor them. Now, when time has slowed to one long, laborious plod, nothing happens!”

  Unfair indeed. Drummond is twenty years older than a good many people I know who have already adopted this mode of thinking, and I’ve never observed one sign to indicate that he is vulnerable on this score. I can only point to the obvious: What lightens the weight of time for Drummond Humchuck is a busy, meaningful present.

  When a daily allotment of energy must be used for sustenance and survival, there is no need for distractions. In Drummond’s world, distractions are detractors. That distractions have become desirable in our world is a conversation I’ve avoided with my friend. What Drummond turns to in the hours he is not fishing, hunting, trapping, repairing snowshoes, rendering fat, smoking meats, making soap, or chopping wood, is his brand of home entertainment: whittling and whistling. I have written at some length about Drummond’s Popsicle-stick masterworks. First in columns for the Downeast Times, then in Where Cool Waters Flow, I described these respectfully intricate and detailed likenesses of historical landmarks and monuments. What I did not recount was his accompaniment while he works.

  People who first met Drummond in the pages of that small-town newspaper, the Downeast Times, will recall that he wasn’t always a hermit. There was a life prior to Township Unknown, though not one he has ever seen fit to discuss. I have privately speculated that a life very rich in other ways preceded the one I observe now. His music is all the proof I need.

  The first time I heard Drummond whistle was from a distance down the trail leading away from his cabin. I had just departed after staying the entire afternoon on one of my annual spring visits. It stopped me in my tracks. At first, I thought I was hearing spring birds, exulting in the retreating snows. Then, the unmistakable melody of “Froggy Went A-Courtin’” emerged between trills and arpeggios. These were no bird sounds I’d ever heard! What’s more, it was the version of “Froggy” made famous by Tex Ritter, a talent that would have been known, via radio, to a young Drummond Humchuck. I turned around, faced the cabin, and stood there in the trail for the balance of the impromptu concert. When Drummond got to the part corresponding to the lyric, “Where will the wedding supper be? … Way down yonder in a hollow tree,” he must’ve done some kind of hambone percussion with his pipe on the doorjamb to emulate the hollow tree. I laughed out loud. Here was yet another dimension to Drummond Humchuck that I now had to consider—a possible key to my friend before I knew him. Consider it I would, and on my next visit, I was determined to find a way to take it up with him.

  As fate would have it, in the interim a program about auditory memory aired on Maine Public Radio. I learned that people stricken with deafness may continue to “hear” sounds that come not from without, but from within. It might be likened to phantom pain in which a person “feels” a limb that’s no longer there. The ear, being understimulated in deafness, begins to receive a kind of counterfeit stimulation from the brain, which is answering the call from the understimulated cochlea nerve. It may receive whole songs note for note, symphonies, speeches, wind, or any other sound sample from the noisy universe. These are not imagined sounds. They are actually being “heard” as the brain fills the auditory void with pulses of remembered vibrations. Likewise, people of hearing—and this is where Drummond Humchuck comes in—who, for a variety of reasons, undergo protracted periods of silence may experience a similar phenomenon. In other words, the auditory sense might be understimulated by too much quiet.

  And so, the deer hunter who has been sitting for hours on a windless morning begins to hear footfalls. They come from the recesses of the brain but are indistinguishable from the recesses of the forest. Out there on the periphery where real or imagined is a toss-up, a large buck is approaching—according to the understimulated ear of the hunter. The hunter’s spine straightens. His fingers move from gunstock to trigger guard. The only trouble is, the sound stays at the same distance—just far enough away to deny the listener details that would confirm its reality, but close enough to keep doubt (and readiness) at a pitch.

  Drummond Humchuck, who certainly lives amid a rumpus of natural sounds, must also be, at times, sound deprived. Unlike our world, his does not include the din of telecommunication. No beeps, blips, buzzers, or synthesized ringtones interrupt the contemplative quiet he inhabits. No chimes ding from laptops booting up, no endless drivel emanates from a TV that will blunt a brain for an affordable monthly fee.

  In periods of auditory hunger, Drummond’s brain serves up a rich diet of musical material stored there from his life before Township Unknown—a life still unknown to me. His instrument of choice when he wants to accompany these gifts from his personal auditory angel is a whistle. Not the penny whistle. Not a slide whistle. Not a storm whistle, or a dog whistle. His is the kind that can be moistened with a swipe of the tongue. He has apparently, over his long lifetime, developed tricks and airy twitterings that must serve to delight him to no end, for he rarely has an audience.

  My next visit that year was in the fall after a full guiding season. When I arrived, Drummond was sitting in the doorway, smoking his red willow pipe as usual. Of course, tea for two was ready.

  “Heard you whistling when I was leaving in the spring,” I said.

  “That so?” Drummond replied.

  “Yup. Where’d you learn how to do that?”

  “Whistle? Everybody knows how to whistle, don’t they?”

  “Not like that. And where’d you ever hear, “Froggy Went A-Courtin’ ”?

  “Yessah!” he exclaimed, slapping his knee. “Been tryin’ to remember the name a that for years.”

  “OK, but where’d you hear it in the first place?” I persisted.

  “Radio, I’d imagine,” he answered, just as matter-of-factly as if there were one playing in the cabin behind him.

  “Tex Ritter?” I chanced.

  “Yessah!” Drummond said, smiling broadly. “Tex Rittah. Thanks, chum.”

  Since that time, I’ve heard Drummond give spine-tingling renditions of “Camptown Races” by Stephen Foster, “Red River Valley” in the style popularized by Marty Robbins, and “Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy” from Tchaikovsky’s The Nutcracker. It is something beyond spellbinding to hear music articulated by body parts alone. Teeth, gums, tongue, tonsils, lips—all are conscripted into service when Drummond performs. The result is not just something you’d recognize as The Nutcracker, for example. It’s an interpretation, expanding the work far beyond the boundaries given it by its composer. I have never been so entertained, and yet, these productions have been staged in my presence only rarely. Drummond must be in a certain frame of mind, one that I wish I could kindle at will, for I have a suspicion that I have heard only the smallest part of his repertoire. What else can he perform? The “Orange Blossom Special”? “Ode to Joy” from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony? Almost nothing would surprise me now.

  When Drummond completes a composition, we both sit in silence the way Native Americans do at a postmortem vigil waiting for the soul of the deceased to leave the body. It’s as though we must wait for the music to settle over us, to hit its mark. Only after this informal ceremony are we able to resume conversation, make more tea, and continue with whatever we were doing before the opus began.

  I give so broad an account of my friend in the woods so that it might be understood why I would seek his companionship in a time of personal crisis. People turn to priests, prophets, shamans, and soothsayers at such times. Without pulpit, parish, or adoring flock, and only the primeval forest of Township Unknown for a cathedral, Drummond Humchuck is all those things to me, and more. In the past, I had brought many a lesser problem to my friend than the one I was about to burden him with this time.

  Despite my best efforts, I’ve never been able to catch Drummond off guard on my arrival. How he always knows I’m coming remains a mystery, but if ever there were a time I might get the drop on my friend, this might have been it. This trip was far out of my routine. Only a few weeks previously, I’d made my annual spring visit right after the ice went out of West Grand Lake. As far as he knew, I wouldn’t be due to show up again until fall, at the end of my guiding season.

  But regardless of when I arrive or how spur-of-the-moment my visit is, I always come bearing gifts. It’s not because Drummond doesn’t get out much: He’s in circulation more than anyone his age I know. It’s just that “getting out” for Drummond means traipsing an area of perhaps four square miles around his cabin. It means harvesting fiddleheads in spring along trout streams where elms used to grow. It means gathering cranberries in vermilion heaths after the first frost. It means trapping eels, beaver, and muskrat as the seasons progress from fall to spring, and then collecting raspberries, blueberries, and blackberries in summer.

  None of these things would be on a checklist of items Drummond needs. What he needs are nails, tape, tacks, glue, toothpicks, Vaseline, Cloverine, Bag Balm, string, aluminum foil, and Popsicle sticks. Since I had brought most of those on my recent trip, I went around the house and shop gathering things up, then brought anything I could think of that might come in handy in Drummond Humchuck’s hermitage.

  Visiting Drummond is a two-and-a-half-hour undertaking—one way. The smallest fraction of it is on paved road. The roads, such as they are, then steadily deteriorate from dirt, to skidder or twitch trail, and finally to hash-marked, angular paths through thick woods, crossing several streams and a couple of logans along the way. I was just plain lost and embarrassed when I stumbled into Drummond’s world that first time, eleven years ago. I had been “chasing a big buck rather than waiting for him”—that was the first nugget of woods wisdom bestowed on me by the man whose cabin appeared before me like an apparition. He was teetering on a chair in the doorway smoking a pipe, looking like a vision of Rip Van Winkle or Gandalf the Grey. These days, neither Drummond nor I regard that incident as an accident.

  I made hash marks on trees on the way out because I knew I had just had one of the most important “chance” meetings in my life. There was no question I’d be back. Those marks are old and faded now. It’s more a case of “woods memory” that gets me in and out of Township Unknown these days. People who work in the woods—guides, hunters, and trappers—are familiar with woods memory. You come to know a huge plot of ground the way urbanites know a city block. Your mind’s eye says, “There’s that boulder perched precariously out on the edge of that outcropping.” “There’s that hemlock tree, three-and-a-half feet through at the base.” And “There’s that fallen pine that went down during that god-awful blow three years back.” So goes the process of recognition and orientation for the woods-savvy traveler. It should be said, too, that woods memory can vanish with one good snowstorm.

  After setting out, I went back home three times for things I had laid out and then forgot for being so preoccupied. The night of the Hatchery Pool incident was still playing before my mind’s eye as though on a continuous loop.

  To make matters a little bit worse, when I had driven to my first turnoff from hardtop to gravel, I saw, in my rearview mirror, a vehicle behind me closing the gap fast. This was not good. In a sporting destination like Grand Lake Stream, seeing someone who is known to be a guide turning down some nondescript woods road is an alluring curiosity. What secrets are hidden there? Could it be a trout stream that he keeps to himself? Could it be a covert of grouse or a likely layover of migrating woodcock? Has he been scouting some majestically antlered whitetail to be stalked in the fall when the regular firearms season opens? In the summertime, this same phenomenon is called green canoe syndrome. When fishermen new to the area see guides’ canoes, they sometimes follow them as a sort of free fish finder. In the present case, I surely wasn’t interested in someone tracking me to Township Unknown. My suspicions were allayed when the follower, impatient with my deliberate granny pace, gunned past me and disappeared on the straightaway ahead.

  At last, I could undertake my journey in peace. As I set out from my truck, pack basket loaded to the hilt, I was already smiling at the prospect of my friend’s sixth sense failing him this time. I also noticed that I was feeling more like myself now.

  I’ve learned, from nearly a dozen years of making this trek, the most likely spots to see a moose or a deer. Bobcat and bear, on the other hand, are much less predictable. And that most wily of all cats, the cougar, who sometimes guards an area up to four hundred square miles, can show up anywhere, any time. He doesn’t show up at all, according to the Maine fisheries and wildlife department and the department of tourism. We officially don’t have cougars in Maine. As a cautionary note, if I were a novice woods wanderer, I’d check with guides, loggers, and trappers to see how their information compares with that of the desk jockeys in Augusta before heading off to parts unknown in the Maine woods.

  That first blush of feeling better was soon dampened by blood—my own. Early June may be known for many wonderful things in Maine, but black flies aren’t on that list. They’ll drive a bull moose out of the deep woods to seek refuge in the open, or to immerse himself in water. A moose will do anything to escape those vampires of the north woods, which, like the fabled vampires of Transylvania, actually bite their victims—unlike mosquitoes. They drill first, then suck blood. Ahead of me was the deepest of woods, and without fly dope, a person would soon look something like that mass of meat byproducts known as scrapple before getting very far. Luckily, I keep some Deep Woods Off! in the bottom of my pack basket year-round.

  I rummaged through the basket, found it and sprayed on a good coating, then tried to hike just under the sweat threshold. Sweat acts like a hormone lure to black flies, mosquitoes, and no-see-ums. So does anxiety. This may explain the immunity that some of the older guides seem to have to blooms of black flies in the spring. I once saw Val Moore seated between two sports on the bench outside The Pine Tree Store. The two clients each looked like Pigpen from Peanuts with dark clouds of black flies suspended over their heads. Val was unfazed and unmolested by the voracious hordes preying on his customers to either side of him. The key? They were frazzled, while Val was cool and calm.

  Believe it or not, it was still possible on the third of June to see the odd patch of snow hidden in dark hollows beneath hemlock trees. Even a shard or two of ice hung from roots over little rivulets far back in the woods. It’s these things that bring home the truth of how short the summer really is at this latitude. Occasionally, I’d see one of my old hash marks, now blending into the bark around it.

  In one of these musings, a cat crossed the trail perhaps forty yards in front of me, looking at me unperturbed as it sauntered. This was no cougar or bobcat. It lacked the long, sleek tail of the former and the bobbed nub of the latter. This was a fisher cat. Low-walking like a ground sloth, with an elongated snout, russet fur, and a medium-sized, bushy tail, this is one tough customer. It is believed that fisher populations fluctuate with porcupine populations. The fisher seems to be the one animal that can easily overcome the quills and kill this spiny prey. A hunter may find a porcupine dead on its back, ripped open from soup to nuts, with all the entrails gone. It’s the work of a fisher cat like the one that had just crossed in front of me. They tend to be retiring around humans, but I wouldn’t push it, just the same.

  I crossed three small flowages where in spring, muskrats abound. Though I didn’t happen to mark any, Drummond would surely have set traps along these flowages. It is difficult to find people today with a taste for muskrat, but the elders from the tribe still prize the meat, and so does Drummond. The fur is, of course, valuable to the trapper who trades. Drummond has his own uses for it. He still uses basswood stretchers of his own making after skinning his catch, something almost unknown to present-day trappers—nearly all use the more modern wire stretchers. He likes spring trapping because it yields the white, globe-shaped glands from the animal, which will later allow Drummond to make his own muskrat lure. Commercial trappers sell these along with the fur.
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