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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In the summer of 2011, with relief and a renewed sense of appreciation, I returned with my family to our home on Mount Desert Island, just off the coast of Maine. I had just completed my service as the U.S. envoy for Middle East peace after two and a half difficult and disappointing years. Although I had for years summered on the island, it now seemed new and fresh and comforting.

Going through familiar routines and attending events as I had in the past was also comforting. One such event was a meeting with Maine students at which I was asked to talk about my life. “You don’t have to prepare anything, just get up and talk from your heart,” I was told. That’s what I did. Without any notes or preparation of any kind, I told stories and answered questions about my life, mostly about growing up in Maine. The next morning I woke up early, sat at my desk, and wrote down some of those stories. Over the next few months I wrote some more. The result is this book.

This is not a complete biography. It is rather a telling of some favorite stories about my very fortunate life. It’s also about the lessons I’ve learned along the way about negotiation, lessons that have been central to my ability to get things done in law, in business, in the Senate, and in Northern Ireland.

After I retired from the U.S. Senate in 1995, I spent five years working on the peace process in Northern Ireland and did two tours of duty in the Middle East. These assignments, and others earlier in my life, took me to war-torn countries and exposed me to death and destruction on a scale that I had difficulty comprehending. The more I experienced of life outside the United States and away from Maine, the more I appreciated and longed for both.

In this book I mention only briefly two events that were an important part of my public life, the Iran-Contra investigation and the Northern Ireland peace process, because I have already written books about them. I also mention my work in the Middle East, but that deserves a full accounting in a separate book, which I hope to write in the near future. And although I describe some of the legislative efforts in which I engaged while in the Senate, they represent only a small part of my fifteen years of service there.

I am fortunate to be an American, a citizen of what I believe to be, despite its many serious imperfections, the most open, the most free, the most just society in all of human history. In America no one should be guaranteed success, but everyone should have a fair chance to succeed. This is the story of how I came to have that chance.

Mount Desert Island

2014
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HEAD OF FALLS
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Right over there, just across the tracks, in what used to be Head of Falls, the senator was born.”

As he said those words, Tom Nale, the mayor of Waterville, pointed to his left. The few people in the crowd, standing in the November cold, instinctively turned to look. From the square in front of City Hall, where the Veterans Day ceremony was taking place, they could see little: a railroad track, across it a parking lot, and then a short, grassy slope down to the Kennebec River. As I too looked toward the river, I thought about living “right over there” many years ago.

Head of Falls, usually pronounced “hedda falls,” was the informal name given to a small triangle of land along the banks of the Kennebec River in Waterville, Maine. Bounded roughly by a railroad track, the river, and a textile mill, it consisted of about two acres of land onto which were crammed dozens of buildings, most of them apartment houses. Inside were jammed scores of families, almost all of them immigrants. It was the lowest rung on the American ladder of success.

Prior to 1900 most of them were French Canadian from Quebec. As families established themselves, they moved up and out of Head of Falls and were replaced by more recent immigrants. After the turn of the century, as the number of immigrants from what is now known as Lebanon grew, they gradually displaced the French Canadians, who in turn moved to a section of Waterville called The Plains. By 1933, when I was born, almost all of the families living there were Lebanese immigrants; a few French Canadian families remained, in homes adjacent to the textile mill.

The Head of Falls has since been cleared and turned into a parking lot. If it still existed, it would be described as a slum. But to me and the many children who lived there it was just home. On one side was the Kennebec River, rising in northern Maine and flowing southerly to the coast. The river is now clean, used by rafters, boaters, fishermen, and even some swimmers. Seventy years ago it was a stinking, open sewer; the towns located on the river dumped their sewage into it, and many industries added their wastes. Directly across and just up the river from Head of Falls, in the neighboring town of Winslow, the Hollingsworth and Whitney paper mill daily discharged huge volumes of wastes, as did the textile mill on the Waterville side. As a result the river usually was covered with scum and foam. It looked terrible and smelled worse.

The name Head of Falls comes from a nearby point in the river where it drops sharply. A dam now marks the spot. Just above the dam, a railroad bridge spans the river. It carries a main track of what was then the Maine Central Railroad. As it crossed into Waterville, that track formed one long boundary of Head of Falls, separating it from the town center. In the 1930s Waterville was a rail center, with a large repair shop located less than a mile to the north of the bridge. Large trains regularly rumbled past, shaking every building and covering the area with soot.

The third, short side of the triangle, across Temple Street, was a large textile mill, the Wyandotte Worsted Factory. Since its discharges occurred on the Waterville side, just a few feet up river, the water directly adjacent to Head of Falls was particularly foul. The Wyandotte mill, also since torn down to make way for a parking lot, was noisy, the clatter of its looms filling the air around the clock. Combined with the whine of the paper mill’s huge saws cutting trees into wood chips and the rumble of the trains, it made Head of Falls a very noisy place.

It sounds bad now, but it didn’t seem so then. That was just the way it was. Not until I left home to go to college, at the age of seventeen, did I realize what it’s like to sleep through the night without the sound and feel of a passing train.



BABY JOE AND MINTAHA BECOME GEORGE AND MARY

[image: Images]

My mother was born in 1902 in Bkassine, a small village in the mountains of south central Lebanon. Her father, Ameen Saad, and his wife, Hilda, already had three children—Marium, Rose, and Tamem—when Hilda again became pregnant. Ameen desperately wanted a boy. Disappointed at the birth of his fourth daughter, he called it quits, so he named his fourth daughter Mintaha, “the end” in Arabic. Hilda died soon thereafter, and Ameen took a second wife. The oldest daughter, Marium, married a man named Thomas Boles and had a daughter, Eugenie. Tom and Marium decided to emigrate to the United States, and, as was common at the time, they left their daughter behind until they could establish themselves. In 1920, by now settled in Waterville, they sent for her. Eugenie was nine years old and could not make the trip alone, so Mintaha was chosen to accompany her. She was eighteen and had never before left Lebanon. She could not read, speak, or understand a word of English.

Mintaha and Eugenie traveled first to Marseilles, then made their way to Paris. According to Eugenie, who later described the trip to my sister and brother Paul, one purpose of the trip was for my mother to meet a prospective husband for an arranged marriage; the man was a Lebanese immigrant living in Paris where he was a practicing dentist. After the meeting, Mintaha and Eugenie traveled to Le Havre, where on June 5, 1920, they boarded the SS Leopoldina, arriving in New York eleven days later, two of 1,169 immigrants on board, part of the human tide that passed through Ellis Island. But Mintaha did not return to Paris as planned, and she never again lived in Lebanon. She did not tell Eugenie what happened at that meeting in Paris, but based on her later life and words, it’s clear that all along what she wanted was to get to America, where she would join her sisters and be free to make her own decisions. Soon after she got to Maine she became Mary, and she stayed.

After arriving in Waterville and moving in with her sister and brother-in-law, Mary found work as a dishwasher in a local restaurant. But she soon learned the trade she would ply for the rest of her working life. Throughout central Maine textile mills were running around the clock, spinning out thousands of yards of cotton and woolen goods. In the previous half century they had become, in the aggregate, the largest employer in the state, hiring thousands of immigrants. By all accounts Mary became a skilled weaver. For several decades she worked the night shift, from eleven o’clock in the evening until seven in the morning. The textiles mills of the time were noisy, the clatter of the looms so deafening that conversation was impossible. The air inside the mill was hot and heavy, dense with suffocating lint that filled the workers’ lungs, hair, nostrils, and ears and covered their clothing. The floors were slick with many years’ accumulation of lubricating oil, so the workers shuffled around, their feet always in contact with the floor so as not to slip. It was (and still is, although conditions in modern mills are much improved, particularly the reduction of lint) hot, hard, demanding work. Mary did it for most of her adult life so her children would never have to.

My father was born in 1900 in Boston. Known as “Baby Joe,” he was the youngest son of Irish immigrants. He never knew his parents and was raised in an orphanage in Boston. It was common practice at the time for the nuns who operated the orphanage to take the children on weekends to Catholic churches throughout northern New England. After Mass the children were lined up in the front of the church. Any person attending Mass who wanted to adopt a child could do so simply by taking one by the hand and walking out. In that way, when he was four years old, my father was adopted by an elderly, childless couple from Bangor, John and Mary Mitchell.

The Mitchells had emigrated from their native Lebanon to Egypt, where they lived for several years before coming to the United States. Once here they assumed their new surname. So when they walked out of a Bangor church after Mass on a Sunday in 1904, Baby Joe became George Mitchell. Soon after, the family moved to Waterville, fifty-five miles southwest of Bangor, where they operated a small store in the Head of Falls. George attended a parochial elementary school where many of the students were of French ancestry, and he soon learned their language. But his childhood was short; he left school after the fourth grade to begin a long life of hard work and low wages.

In his early teens he went to the Portland area, where he worked as a laborer on the railroad. From there he traveled to northern Maine to find work as a logger. Despite his lack of formal education he was an avid reader. A friend of his told my sister about one of their early trips into the woods. It was a cold winter. They took the train to Farmington, about thirty miles to the northwest of Waterville. From the station they walked several miles through the snow into the woods to a logging camp. Throughout the trip young George struggled with two large suitcases. One of them was especially heavy because, as his friend learned when they unpacked, it was full of books. The loggers slept in a big one-room building that held about sixty men. Near the center of the building was a large opening in the ceiling for ventilation. Because my father was one of the youngest men, he got the least desirable bunk: an upper, right under what his friend called “the big hole in the ceiling.” There he spent a miserable winter, working all day, cold and coughing all night. No wonder he so much enjoyed being a janitor in his later years. At least then he was inside, keeping warm.

Sometime between 1920 and 1924 George Mitchell and Mary Saad met, fell in love, and married. I was born on August 20, 1933, the fourth of their five children.

My mother worked at several mills in central Maine. Despite the strenuous demands of working all night in a textile mill, she was home in time to get us off to school and be ready with supper when we returned home. After putting us to bed in the evening, she left for work. She slept briefly during the day, but to her children she seemed tireless and energetic, full of life and love. My father worked too, of course, but in the manner of the time, his working day ended when he got home. For my mother home was another workplace; she cooked, cleaned, and did the wash, the daily shopping, and many other chores. She often must have been exhausted, and surely she complained in private. But none of that was apparent to her children. To us she was always there, always ready, always supportive, always loving. She was a strong and very determined woman and she knew how to enforce discipline in her children, but it was always within a context of such total love, and often good humor, that it was impossible to feel put upon or to doubt her good intentions. She was the most impressive and influential person in my life.

My mother could not read or write English and spoke with a thick accent, mispronouncing words and fracturing sentences. She especially had trouble with the “th” sound, so smooth came out as “smool” and thirty as “sirty.” When any of us kidded her about it, she would laughingly mispronounce the words even worse, for comic effect. She loved to cook and did so constantly. I can still recall the warm smell of freshly baked bread; it filled the house, sweeter than the most expensive perfume.

My mother was raised in a society in which hospitality to guests is mandatory and she carried that practice to an extreme. Every person who entered our home was required to sit and have a meal, no matter the time of day. She simply would not take no for an answer. The most modest offering—the last resort for those not able to eat a full meal—was freshly baked bread and coffee. So the plumber, the electrician, the family doctor—all sat at our kitchen table and ate and ate, until they could eat no more. I remember the plumber saying that he made a mistake on his first visit to our house because he came just after lunch; he was full, so he couldn’t eat much. He never made that mistake again, always arriving in the late morning or late afternoon.

She also welcomed complete strangers into her kitchen. One year, two young men rented an apartment in the rear of a neighbor’s house. They were Mormons, performing their service to their faith. Unluckily for them, the poor immigrant families in our neighborhood, most of them French or Lebanese, were deeply dedicated Catholics, so there were no converts. When the two young missionaries first visited our home, my mother understood their purpose, but couldn’t comprehend their arguments. That made no difference to her. She sat them at the kitchen table and fed them a full, warm meal. As they left, she invited them to return, which they did. Their visits became regular and more frequent and a ritual developed—they talked about religion, which she ignored, and she talked about food, which they ate. Consistent with her belief that everyone is a good person, she liked and admired them. Once, when my father criticized our town’s newly elected Republican mayor, my mother reproached him, saying, “He’s a good person.”

“How do you know that?” my father asked.

“Because I see him at Mass on Sunday,” she answered. To her, that was proof enough.

She was totally devoted to her husband, but her dependence on him did not become evident until after his death, when it became clear that life had been taken from her too. She began to shrink, physically and mentally. She became irritable and unpredictable. Worst of all, my mother, who had been so open, warm, and trusting, became mistrustful. Within a few years she had to enter a nursing home. There, despite good and warm care, she declined rapidly. Seeing her near the end—pale, eyes shut tight, murmuring incoherently—was the most painful experience of my life, far more painful than her death. Gradually that image has faded and I recall the strong woman of my youth, looking across the table at me and saying, laughing as she spoke, “You want to grow up strong and smart? Drink this goat’s milk and do your homework!” She was worried about my lack of size and strength and believed that goat’s milk would help me grow faster. It became a standing joke in our family: if I succeeded in anything—a good test score in school; getting a law degree; becoming a federal judge; entering the Senate—it was the goat’s milk!

For many years my father worked as a laborer at a division of the local utility company. In 1950 the utility discontinued the division and he lost his job. The ensuing crisis nearly destroyed him. He was fifty years old and had worked steadily since he was ten. For nearly a year he was out of work. My mother’s income barely supported us. As the year stretched on, my father’s depression intensified and his mood darkened. I was sixteen, in my last year in high school. Immature, insensitive to the poison of despair that was consuming him, I didn’t comprehend what my father was going through. We argued often, to my mother’s dismay. He tried very hard, but he couldn’t get a job, and each failure drove the downward cycle of despair and deepened his loss of self-esteem. It was by far the worst year of my life. After months of discord we were both emotionally worn out, and a gloomy, sullen silence descended on us. He withdrew even deeper into himself and seemed to physically shrink as well. For a long time we didn’t speak. Our eyes rarely met. Finally, just as his self-esteem had all but vanished, he found a job as a janitor at Colby College in Waterville. For him, and for our family, it was a life-saving reprieve.

To this day I have difficulty restraining my anger when I hear someone engage in blanket condemnation of the unemployed. Having lived through the tragedy of unemployment, I know that most of those out of work would prefer to be working. Yet without precisely saying so, the message of many who seek to exploit the issue is to the contrary: they’re lazy, dependent, and don’t want to work. Those critics without any conscience equate all of the unemployed with welfare cheats. Whenever I hear such remarks, I angrily think (and often, if the situation permits, say), “My father wasn’t like that. He wanted to work, he tried very hard to find a job, and I’m sure that most of those who are out of work now are like him. They are human beings, many of them living through the despair and the wrenching and soul-killing loss of self-esteem that nearly destroyed my father.”

Fortunately Colby College needed a janitor. It didn’t seem like much of a job, but it suited my father. He loved books and magazines, so just being at an institution of higher learning all day was a pleasure for him. His intelligence was soon recognized and he was put in charge of all the janitors and maids and then of most of the grounds crew as well. As a result he thoroughly enjoyed the last fifteen years of his working life, even though he earned very little money during that time.

I learned from my father’s experience that there is dignity in every human being and in every form of work. My father took pride in his work as a janitor and as a groundskeeper. He brought excellence to the job, which in turn gave him back his dignity and self-esteem. In fact it saved his life. Once he started to work at Colby, his despair gradually gave way to optimism. After a year of slouching and stooping he stood straight again. The mist vanished from his blue eyes and they regained their sparkle. The difficult times were fewer and fewer and finally disappeared. He again laughed and joked and took an interest in what and how I was doing. I felt as though we had come out of a long dark tunnel into bright sunshine.

Although he was not a learned man, when my father became interested in a subject, he pursued it avidly. Perhaps because he could rarely travel, he was fascinated by geography. I can still recall as a small boy sitting with him at the kitchen table, poring over maps of the world. There I first learned about the Alps and the Himalayan Mountains; the Nile, the Amazon, and the great rivers of Russia; the Straits of Magellan and Malacca. Because of him I became interested in the subject. After he retired from Colby, and for the next seven years until his death, whenever I returned to Waterville to visit, I prepared a geography quiz for him. I studied maps and atlases, trying to stump him. But I never did. I remember clearly the quiz I gave him on my last visit before his sudden death in July 1972. I asked him three questions, of increasing difficulty: Which country has the most cities with a population of more than one million? How many such cities are there in that country? Name them. Without hesitation he answered: China (obviously); fourteen (not so obvious); and then, methodically, with brief pauses, Peking, Shanghai, Canton, Chungking, Mukden, and so on down the list. Perfect! I told him I’d stump him the next time. We both laughed, and he gave me a long, close hug when I left to return to Washington. I never saw him alive again.

My parents knew little of history or political science, but they understood the meaning of America because they valued freedom and opportunity. They conveyed their values to their children by example more than by words. Though it was not often expressed aloud, their message was clear. Their values were simple, universal in reach, and enduring in strength: faith, family, work, country. My mother’s faith was total and unquestioning, an integral part of her life. After she stopped working, she attended church every day. But her faith involved more than ritual, more than just listening to the gospel or reciting it; it meant living its message in daily life. She integrated faith, love, and charity into a life of meaning, even though she lacked education, wealth, or status. Often in my life, when facing a difficult challenge, I, with my college and law school degrees, tried to figure out what my mother would do. She had more common sense and good moral judgment than anyone I’ve ever known.

My parents’ commitment to family was deep and unwavering. Nothing came before their children. Ever. My father’s goal in life was to see that all of his children graduated from college. And we all did. By current standards we were poor, but we never felt poor; we lived the way everyone we knew lived. Not once, ever, did we go hungry; our home never lacked heat in the winter; though there were lots of hand-me-downs we were always adequately dressed. To us it was a normal life: family, church, school, work, sports.



THE TWO PENNY BRIDGE
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A favorite pastime of children in Head of Falls was trying to sneak across the Two Penny Bridge. From the time the paper mill in Winslow opened, just prior to the turn of the century, many men from Waterville worked at the mill. Because they had to make a long trip across the only bridge that spanned the river, an especially difficult trip in the winter, a petition was presented to the Waterville City Council in 1898 urging the construction of a footbridge. The council rejected the proposal as too expensive. Two local businessmen then obtained a charter from the state legislature and proceeded to build a private, toll footbridge. On the Winslow side it was located near the paper mill; on the Waterville side it was located at the foot of Temple Street, right next to the Head of Falls. I could see the bridge from the back window of our house, just a few feet away.

The bridge opened in April 1901, and the toll was two cents. It did a brisk business. Unfortunately in that December there occurred on the Kennebec one of the worst floods in nearly a century and the bridge was washed away. Undaunted, the owners rebuilt and reopened it in 1903. The new bridge was 570 feet long and six feet wide. The toll was still two cents, where it remained until 1960, when it was raised to five cents. The bridge was in operation until 1973, when declining traffic forced its closure. It has since been listed on the National Register of Historic Landmarks, renovated and reopened to the public, toll free.

The toll booth was located near the Waterville end of the bridge. Since the bridge is only six feet wide, the bridge keeper could easily see anyone walking in either direction. His only blind spot was right below the door to the toll booth. By crawling along the side of the bridge and just below the booth, it was sometimes possible to sneak across without paying the toll, especially if other people were crossing at the same time. So it became a challenge to the kids in our neighborhood to get across the bridge for free.

I was not quite five in the summer of 1938, when I made my first trip across the bridge. It was a windy day and the bridge was swaying. Many times from a distance I had seen it sway, but I had never before felt it. Needless to say, it felt like it was swinging high enough to throw me off. I was frightened and wanted to turn back, but I was even more afraid of being called a sissy. I was with four older boys, all of whom had done it before, so I kept going. We crawled past the toll booth and then stood up and ran across. It felt good to have made it, even better to get off that swaying bridge. Now we were in Winslow. We had nothing to do there, of course. The point of it all was to cross the bridge, not to get to Winslow. We had no money, nowhere to go, nothing to do. So we got ready to do the only thing we could think of: go back across. That called for a different strategy. Since the booth was near the Waterville end, it made no sense to crawl all the way across from the Winslow end. The return strategy was to wait until adults were crossing, walk behind them as casually as possible, and then run full speed off the other end. It was midafternoon and there weren’t many people using the bridge, so we just waited for the next shift change at the mill, when there would be lots of workers crossing back to Waterville. We got back easily. As we ran off the bridge, one of the older boys paid me what was then the ultimate compliment: he told the others, “He’s okay.”

That winter was long and difficult for me. Some of the homes on Head of Falls were built at the top of a small hill that sloped sharply down to the river; the others were at the very bottom, right on the riverbank. Connecting the two groups was a gravel footpath. When it snowed, the path was used for sliding by children from both groups. One particularly heavy snowstorm was followed by a clear, cold, sunlit day. My brother Paul, then twelve years old, was sliding with a friend. I heard their laughter and wanted to be part of the fun, so I asked if I could join them. There was only one sled, so Paul hesitated. I pleaded and he gave in. There wasn’t enough room for the three of us to sit comfortably on the sled, so Paul sat in the middle, and I sat in front, snuggled close to him; his feet were on the steering pedals in the front, while my legs were spread wide, on top of and outside of his. It took a while to get settled, but once the sled started it quickly picked up speed. About two-thirds of the way down the hill the sled veered to the left, directly into a large post holding up a wooden fence that lined the side of the path. My left leg, sticking out the side of the sled, took the full force of the collision; several bones were broken. After the sharp pain the only thing I remember is my mother carrying me in her arms down the hill to our home. I spent months in a full leg cast and “baby crutches,” filled with regret at how much trouble I’d caused Paul. As the firstborn he was plainly our mother’s favorite; her nickname for him was “Sunshine.” But on that day, and several more afterward, there was no sunshine for Paul. Gradually I recovered; there were no permanent effects, and in time sunshine returned.



FRONT STREET
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In 1938 we made what was for my family a major move: we crossed the railroad tracks. After the birth of my sister, Barbara, all five children slept in one tiny bedroom, Paul and John in one bed, Robbie and me in another, and Barbara’s crib crammed in between. Once Barbara grew out of the crib, we had to move. My father bought an old house on Front Street, which runs directly adjacent and parallel to the tracks, so we were now actually closer to the tracks than we had been in Head of Falls. But the move was symbolic because we were, literally and figuratively, out of Head of Falls and on the right side of the tracks. My father took great pride in being able to move us there. That September I started school at St. Joseph’s Maronite Parochial School, located just off Front Street, about three blocks from our house. The school was operated by the parish. The instructors were nuns of the Ursuline Order, deeply religious and dedicated teachers. Strict discipline was maintained, and heavy emphasis was placed on learning the basics. We attended Mass daily. Then, as now, the young boys assisted in the Masses as altar boys. There I learned early the value of knowing more than one language.

Maron was a priest and hermit who lived in the early part of the fifth century in the mountains of what is now central Lebanon. He devoted his life to prayer and good works, living simply and frugally. Eventually the Maronite Church was created in his name. In the sixteenth century it permanently joined with and became part of the Roman Catholic Church. Although its liturgy and practices were once significantly different from those of the Roman Catholic faith, over time the differences have diminished and the two are now virtually indistinguishable, especially as they operate in the United States.

In 1938 one difference was that all Masses at St. Joseph’s were held in Arabic, the language of Syria and Lebanon, while Masses at most Roman Catholic churches were in Latin. Now, except for one Arabic Mass a week, all Masses at St. Joseph’s and other Catholic churches in the United States are in English. Although my mother and father both spoke Arabic, they rarely did so when we children were around, as they, like many immigrants, were anxious that we be Americanized as quickly and completely as possible. Thus to this day I can say and understand only a few words in Arabic.

The first time I served as an altar boy I was paired with Henry Nagem, a happy-go-lucky older boy. He knew even less Arabic than I did. The priest was the church pastor, Father Joseph Awad, a stern, intimidating figure. Both Henry and I were nervous as the Mass began. Things went well until near the end, when one of us was supposed to get Father Awad’s cap, which he had placed at the side of the altar at the beginning of the Mass. We both forgot, and a long, motionless silence occurred. Then Father Awad, in a low, stern voice said something neither of us understood. He repeated it three or four times in a voice rising with anger. I looked at Henry; he looked at me. My legs were shaking. He was sweating. Finally an exasperated parishioner yelled out, “His hat, he wants you to get his hat, you dumbbells!” We collided and nearly fell, scrambling to get Father Awad’s cap. Afterward, in the rectory, he reprimanded us and made us stay there and memorize the Arabic words necessary to serve Mass, including the word for cap, pronounced “boor-nite-ah.” I will never forget it.

Serving as an altar boy was my introduction to public speaking. The church was usually full at Sunday Mass, and one of us always read the epistle; it was an honor and a challenge. My father insisted that I learn to speak in public and encouraged my reading of the epistle. To make sure I could be heard and understood throughout the church, he made me practice at home: I would stand in the back hallway while he sat in the living room at the far end of our house. There were three rooms between us and I couldn’t see him, but I read the epistle over and over, louder and louder, pronouncing every syllable clearly, until he could hear and understand every word. Although I objected at first, once I found that I could do it well, I looked forward to the Sunday readings.

My brother Robbie and I shared a bedroom, as did my two older brothers. My sister, Barbara, the youngest, had her own bedroom, as did my parents. In retrospect the only real inconvenience came from seven people sharing a single, very tiny bathroom. That led to occasional waiting lines, but we learned to take our turn. Over time, as Paul and then Johnny went off to college, the waiting time decreased.

Barbara, the youngest of five children, and the only girl, didn’t have a natural playmate in the family, but she handled it well, becoming highly successful and fiercely independent; she now tends to lead, and occasionally to dominate, family discussions. As one of my brothers once said, “The four of us against Barbara: an even battle.”



SPORTS
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I got into politics because of basketball. In Waterville one of the most important things in life was high school basketball, and my three older brothers were all great players. Then I came along. I was not as good as they were. In fact I was not as good as anyone else’s brother. When I was fourteen I began to be known as Johnny Mitchell’s kid brother, the one who isn’t any good. As you might expect, I developed a massive inferiority complex and a highly competitive attitude toward my brothers. I hoped it would just be a passing phase. But it wasn’t. Even after high school and college, I continued to be known as the Mitchell brother who wasn’t any good. So I resolved to outdo my brothers, to become more famous than my brother Johnny, nicknamed “the Swisher” for his prowess on the basketball court. As proof that I’ve succeeded, one of the high points in my life was the day after my election to a full term in the Senate. The Portland paper ran a big picture of the victory celebration the night before. It showed me waving to the cheering crowd, and draped over me, mugging for the camera, is my brother Johnny. The caption read, “Senator George Mitchell, celebrating his surprise election victory, being cheered on by an unidentified supporter.”

Our lives revolved around team sports: baseball all summer, some football, and especially basketball. While in high school I could not have named either of Maine’s U.S. senators, but I knew exactly what Ted Williams’s batting average was every day. We played sports almost daily, for as long as possible. Right after school, from early fall to late spring, if work didn’t interrupt, we went to the Boys Club. There boys of all ages played basketball until the Club closed at nine o’clock.

I was younger and smaller than most of my classmates—sixteen when I graduated from high school, twenty when I graduated from college. My father explained to me over and over again that the reason I didn’t seem to be as good an athlete as my brothers was that I was always playing against boys older than I was; in the meantime, he said, I was actually better off because I was getting through school faster. What he said may have been logical, but it did nothing to ease the hurt and constant embarrassment.

My two oldest brothers’ teams won the State and New England championships, and Robbie’s won the State Championship. I played on the junior varsity in my sophomore and junior years and made the varsity in my senior year, but I started only one game (and played poorly) and played little in the others. I couldn’t even make the tournament team. That was the low point, the final humiliation. The best teams in the state are divided into the eastern and western Maine tournaments of eight teams each; then the winners of the two regional tournaments meet for the State Championship. When tournament time came, our squad had to be cut to ten, down from the twelve that were carried during the year. The coach gave me and one other sad boy the bad news. As a consolation he asked us to come to the tournament with the team as ball boys. Ball boys! I was so surprised, hurt, and angry I was afraid I’d cry if I opened my mouth. So I didn’t say anything. Neither did the other boy (I assume for the same reason). The coach took our silence for acquiescence, and we went to the tournament as ball boys. Fortunately all of my brothers were away. If they had been at home, they would have made fun of me and made me even more miserable than I was.

My father handled the situation well. He encouraged my brothers without discouraging me. He kept sports in the proper perspective and emphasized scholastic achievement. He urged me to study, to read, to get the education he never had but that he was determined his children would have. I didn’t really listen, didn’t read or study much. But every time I attended a game or a practice and heard other fathers yelling at their kids, at the opposing team, at the coaches, at the referees, I silently thanked God for my father. He attended some games, but by no means all the ones in which we played, and when he did attend he sat quietly, never raising his voice.

Not so my mother. She attended many more games than did my father. Although she didn’t understand any of the sports involved, her point of view was simple: her boys were playing and she was there for them. In 1949, when I was a junior in high school and Robbie a senior, Waterville won the Eastern Maine Championship and played South Portland for the state title. Robbie was the star of the team and had a great night in the championship game, scoring twenty-one points and leading Waterville to victory. According to several eyewitnesses, my mother was seated directly in front of a man who throughout the game made loud and abusive remarks about Robbie. Finally, during a timeout, unable to stand it any longer, she stood up, wheeled around, swung her handbag, and belted the man on the side of the head. As she did so, she shouted, “That’s my son you’re talking about!” The crowd around her cheered. The man, obviously embarrassed, sat silently through the rest of the game.

While supportive of her sons, she understood the meaning of team effort. In the fall of Johnny’s junior year in high school, he refused to report when the basketball team started practice. He was angry at the coach because in the last game of the recently concluded football season, the coach had used Johnny for only a few minutes. The same man coached both football and basketball, and Johnny fancied himself a star in both sports. He was sitting around the house one afternoon after school, sulking. My mother was baking bread at the time. She asked him why he wasn’t at basketball practice. She was holding a large wooden spatula that she used for baking bread. When Johnny told her why he wasn’t at practice, she hit him with the spatula, which broke apart. “You psynee!” she said, using the Arabic word for kitten, or pussycat, which she frequently called Johnny. “You’re going to practice right now.” She grabbed him by the ear and started for the door. He, fearing the embarrassment of having his mother drag him into practice, pleaded with her to let him go alone. She made him call the coach and tell him he’d be there in fifteen minutes. He didn’t miss another practice. That year Waterville was undefeated and became the first (and still only) Maine team to win the New England High School Basketball Championship when all six states participated. In the final game, held at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, Johnny excelled and was named the Most Valuable Player. It was his eighteenth birthday.

Our mother didn’t understand anything about baseball, but because her children listened to the games on the radio, so did she. Because her children loved the Red Sox and idolized Ted Williams, so did she. She had great fun talking back to the radio, arguing with the announcer, all in fractured English that kept everybody laughing, and when Williams hit a home run she led the cheers. Although I didn’t think of her in such terms at the time, she was a lot of fun to be around, especially when she was in her jovial, self-deprecating moods.

By my senior year in high school my relative lack of athletic ability was evident to everyone. But I wouldn’t admit it. I went to college determined to play basketball and prove to my brothers that I could keep pace with them. Although I played more in college than I did in high school, and even more later while in the army, I gradually came to realize and accept the truth. It was a hard but useful lesson.



EVERYONE WORKED
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Although I did not understand how or why, and still cannot fully explain it, my father insisted that I move rapidly through the school system. As a result I entered high school two weeks after I turned thirteen and graduated when I was sixteen. My father was proud of my brothers’ achievements, of course, but he had not gone beyond the fourth grade, so to him learning was everything. Whenever I was in tears or dejected (or both) at not having done well in a sport, he always tried to console me: “Don’t worry about it, it’s not that important. You study hard and someday your brothers will look up to you, just like you look up to them now.” I didn’t believe him, but he did increase my incentive to do well in school.

As far back as I can remember, everyone in our family worked: delivering newspapers, mowing lawns, washing cars, sweeping floors, shoveling snow, in textile mills and paper mills, self-employed and for others. We never talked about it; it was expected and we just did it. I still remember clearly the two most difficult jobs I had, one because it was too cold, the other too hot. I hated waking up early to deliver morning newspapers. It was dark, extremely cold in the winter, and the pile of papers we loaded into our delivery bags was heavy. I could just barely lift the bag when it was full, so the early deliveries were the hardest. Although just a few blocks long, the route seemed endless. It was a joy to get back home to a steaming cup of hot chocolate. For a few years I also delivered afternoon papers, then published in Portland and Lewiston. That was much easier; there were no home deliveries. Sales were made directly, in places like Bill’s Bar, just off Front Street, where workers returning home would stop for a beer. We newsboys would burst into the bar yelling, “Portland Evening Express!” or “Lewiston Evening Journal!” as we scrambled for sales from the friendly workers.

The other job that was difficult was picking beans in the summer. Large farms (or so they seemed at the time) outside of Waterville grew green beans, which were harvested in August. Kids from Waterville were bused to the farms in the morning and spent the day picking. Pay was based on the volume of beans picked, so speed was of the essence. The fastest way was to stand with your legs upright, one foot on either side of the row of beans, your back bent at a ninety-degree angle as you stooped to pick the beans and move quickly down each row. But after a short time the back pain was severe. The alternative was to crawl up and down the space between the rows on your hands and knees; that was easier on your back but much slower and less profitable. So, depending on your individual tolerance, you would stoop as long as you could, then crawl for as short a time as necessary. Inevitably the amount of stooping was greatest early in the morning; as the sun rose and the day got hotter, we (especially the younger kids like me) tired quickly and ended the day crawling ever more slowly. It was difficult work, but the few dollars we earned made a difference at home. We were fortunate that the harvest season was only a few weeks long. Many years later, as a lawyer on a business trip, I found myself standing in truly large agricultural fields in western Arizona and southern California watching migrant laborers pick vegetables under a brutally hot sun. I thought of how fortunate I was to have had to do such work for just a couple of weeks over a few summers, and I wondered if any of the children I was watching would have the same luck in their lives as I had in mine.

I worked my way through college as a truck driver, an advertising salesman, a dormitory proctor, and a fraternity steward. I then worked full time as an insurance adjuster while attending law school at night. To me this was not remarkable. It was the way of life I learned from my parents.



ELVIRA WHITTEN
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Those who know me know that my mother, my father, and Edmund Muskie were three of the most influential persons in my life. Few know who the fourth person was.

I have read accounts that describe me in early youth as studious and always with a book in my hand, but those accounts are inaccurate. Before high school I had done no meaningful reading. If I did have a book in my hand, it was a comic book (or, as we called them at the time, a funny book). Otherwise I read only the bare minimum of textbooks necessary to get through school.

Then I met Elvira Whitten, who taught English at Waterville High School. I was in her class in my junior year. I was fifteen years old, naïve, lacking in confidence and self-esteem. She was elderly, intelligent, kind, formal, and erect. With her gray hair swept up on her head she was attractive in a dignified, straitlaced way. She was strict, but she had a calm and gentle manner that effectively banished fear and intimidation from her classroom. One day she asked me to come back to her class after school. I did, not knowing what to expect.

She pulled a chair up beside her desk and asked me to sit down. I did so, nervously. She looked directly at me and, after a slight pause, asked, “What do you read?” I heard and understood her but instinctively answered, “What do you mean?” She asked again, “What do you read?” Then she added, “Books. Do you read any books? Or magazines, or newspapers?” I told her, truthfully, that the only books I read were textbooks and that I read those only to the extent needed to get by. I was too embarrassed to add that most of my reading was of comic books.

She smiled and said, “I think you’re ready for more serious reading.” She lifted a book from her desk and handed it to me. “Start with this. When you finish it come back and tell me about it.” I took the book and scanned the cover. The Moon Is Down by John Steinbeck. It was a short book, a novella. Mrs. Whitten said, “You don’t have to do this, it won’t affect your grade one way or the other, but I hope you will. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

I admired her so much that I would have done just about anything to gain her approval. “I’ll read it. I want to read it,” I responded. That evening I started reading. The story is a fictionalized account of the Nazi occupation of Norway during World War II. I found it riveting and, interrupted only by my chores at the Boys Club and the office building next door, read it straight through, finishing that night. The next school day passed slowly for me, eager as I was to report to Mrs. Whitten. After her class, nervous and excited, I told her about it, delivering an emotional book report that was almost as long as the book. She smiled and in her reassuring manner took back the book and handed me another one, Parnassus on Wheels. “This one is different,” she said, “but I think you’ll like it.” She was right.

From November to late May I read fiction, history, biography, long books, short books. She picked them out; I read and reported to her on them. I wasn’t conscious of it, but my life was changing. Then in May, after one of my reports, I waited for her to hand me the next book. Her smile and tone of voice were the same as she said, “I think you’re ready to choose your own books.” I was surprised, and my face must have betrayed my disappointment at the prospect of no longer being able to meet with her after class, so she quickly added, “Of course if you read something really interesting and want to tell me about it I hope you’ll do so.” Relieved, but still sad, I left.

I spent weeks pondering my choice. I wanted to keep reading, but I had no basis for decision. I had enjoyed reading every book Mrs. Whitten gave me, in part because they came from her. For days I wandered through both the school library and the public library, browsing, looking through stacks and lists, wondering what Mrs. Whitten would think of my choice. Finally I settled on three books, known collectively as The Bounty Trilogy. That summer I raced through Mutiny on the Bounty, Men Against the Sea, and Pitcairn’s Island. Fletcher Christian and Captain Bligh came alive for me. For the first summer of my life baseball had competition. It was an unsettling surprise to me that by mid-August I looked forward to my next book as much as I did to my next ball game.

One of the great regrets of my life is that I never returned as an adult to thank Mrs. Whitten in person. I’m certain that my life would have been different, far less meaningful, had I not been one of her students.

My early failure to comprehend and thank her for her role in my life is consistent with our society’s failure to properly recognize and value the contributions made daily by thousands of Elvira Whittens. All across America, extraordinary and devoted men and women teach, and also shape and inspire, our children. We should do much more to raise their status and compensation. We all benefit if in our society as many young Americans as possible reach their full potential.

A half century later I tried to make up for my failure. After I retired from the Senate I established a scholarship fund to help young students in need to attend and graduate from college. At the first event the guest speaker was Mrs. Whitten’s daughter. At my request she had traveled from New Hampshire, where she lives, to Maine. As I introduced her, I told the large crowd in attendance about the huge contribution her mother had made to my life. It was gratifying to be able to describe that contribution to her daughter.



ROBBIE
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It started early in life. Paul and John competed, and occasionally fought, as did Robbie and I. My father nailed a backboard with an attached hoop to the backside of the house. The driveway was dirt but smooth enough to dribble on. There was one drawback: right next to the basket, the house angled back to the garage. Someone driving for a layup, if not careful, could run into a sharp corner of the house. Robbie, my friend Ron Stevens, and I were playing there one day, alternating one-on-one. Robbie was older, bigger, and a better athlete than Ron or I. He was outscoring us and elbowing, pushing, and knocking us around. Angry at losing and taking a physical beating in the process, I let him drive past me for a layup, and, just as he started up to take it, I shoved him from behind, right into the corner of the house. He hit it hard, bounced off, and fell heavily to the ground. I immediately regretted what I’d done and, thinking he was seriously hurt, started toward him. Just before I got to him, he jumped up and came at me, swearing and swinging. His first punch hit me square in the face and knocked me backward, over a low wire fence that separated the driveway from the garden. He jumped over the fence, landed on top of me, and started slugging away. Fortunately for me, Ron began yelling, “He’s killing him! He’s killing him!” My mother ran out of the house and pulled Robbie off me, thereby saving, if not my honor, at least my teeth.

The competition continued in other ways, and in most of them Robbie scored heavily. We were close in age, born just twenty months apart, separated by one year in school. We grew up together, he the older brother who was a prominent athlete, who always had money and a girlfriend, I the younger, frail brother who was not good in sports, hardly ever had a date, and worked for him to earn spending money. In his senior year Robbie led Waterville High School to the state title in basketball and was voted the Most Valuable Player in the championship game. In my senior year I was unable to make the varsity team. That accurately summed up the difference in our status. Yet I loved and admired him.

While still in high school he was already a successful entrepreneur, engaged in several business ventures. On most afternoons and evenings during the school year we and many of our classmates went to the Boys Club to play, mostly basketball. One evening Robbie approached me with a proposition. He said he had gotten “the concession” to do the janitorial work at the Boys Club; if I were willing to help he would split the fee with me. I didn’t know what it meant to get a concession, but it sounded important, so I quickly accepted his offer. I had worked for Robbie before; he was a good source of spending money. At nine o’clock, when the Club closed, he handed me a broom and told me to sweep all of the floors, dust the desks and chairs, empty the wastebaskets, and clean the bathrooms. While I was working he went into the director’s office, sat in the director’s chair, put his feet up on the director’s desk, and talked on the telephone with Janet Fraser, then his girlfriend, later his wife. When I cleaned the director’s office I had to be quiet so as not to disturb him. At ten-thirty I reported to him that I had finished. He said good night to Janet, hung up the phone, and we went home.

At the end of the first week he paid me $2.50. I thanked him and thought about how lucky I was to have such a smart and generous brother. A few weeks later he told me he had gotten “the concession” to do the janitorial work at a small office building next door to the Boys Club, and he offered me the same deal. I couldn’t believe my luck. I already had two other jobs, delivering newspapers in the morning and washing cars at a used-car lot in the afternoon, so with this new job I would be earning over $10 a week—an incredible amount of money at the time. I had been at it long enough to be able to clean the Boys Club in an hour; the office building took another hour. So Robbie talked to Janet on the phone for two hours every night. I couldn’t figure out how they could see each other at school every day and still find something to talk about for two hours each night. I suppose it beat cleaning the bathrooms.

This arrangement continued for several months. I then learned, by accident, that Robbie was being paid $15 a week for each concession. That meant he was paying me $5 a week while keeping $25. And I was doing all the work. That didn’t seem right to me, so I screwed up my courage and confronted him. He calmly explained that it took a lot of knowledge and effort to get a concession; if he hadn’t done that there would be no jobs for me and I would not be earning $5 a week. He then used a phrase I’ll never forget: “I’m management and you’re labor, and management always gets paid more.” I was still troubled, but I couldn’t think of any rejoinder, so I left and continued the arrangement. But I recall thinking, When I grow up I want to be management, like Robbie.

Robbie was more than a brother to me. Although close in age we had an adult-child relationship. He got his first real job at the age of six. By the time he was in high school, besides the janitorial services, he had developed and was operating a golf driving range. He also bought a cotton candy machine and promoted entertainment and sporting events in Maine. He hired me and Ron Stevens to run the cotton candy machine. He rented a pickup truck and carted the two of us and the machine to several of the fairs that blanket rural Maine in the summer. He would drop us off in the morning at a space he had rented at whatever fair was taking place that week. We spent the day making and selling cotton candy, lots of it. Each night he picked us up, took the cash proceeds of the day, and paid us each $2. Once, after a particularly busy and productive day, Ron asked for more than $2. Robbie patiently explained that he had to pay for the cotton candy machine, for the pickup truck, for the gas, for the booth at the fair. He concluded by saying, “Now that I think about it, I may have to cut you guys back to one dollar a day.” It had the predictable effect. He then gave Ron his management-labor speech. After Robbie left I said to Ron, “You’ve got to admit, he’s a really smart guy.” Ron agreed. We left, each to go home to bed, elated to be $2 richer but exhausted from a long hot day at the cotton candy machine.

Among the many events Robbie promoted, two stand out in my memory. He brought Emmett Kelly, a nationally known circus clown, for a performance at the field house at Colby College. It was well attended, though not sold out. As always, Robbie griped about the expenses, especially the $5 he paid Ron and me for our assistance in organizing and running the event. In the spring, after the basketball season was over for the colleges and high schools, Robbie hired well-known college players to barnstorm across Maine, playing against local semiprofessional or pickup teams. (Johnny, the real basketball star of the family, had done that the preceding two years.) The most notable player Robbie got to play was Walter Dukes, then a star at Seton Hall University, later a professional in the National Basketball Association. Dukes, an African American, was seven feet two inches tall. He was scheduled to take the train from New York to Portland, where Robbie and I were to pick him up and drive him to Waterville for the first game. I was with Robbie when he telephoned Dukes the day before the event to confirm the schedule. Dukes was concerned that we would have trouble finding him when he got off the train in Portland, so Robbie told him to wear a red rose in his lapel. After Robbie hung up I told him that we’d have no trouble recognizing Dukes and that the red rose was unnecessary. “I know,” he replied, “but he’s never been to Maine and is probably thinking about a big crowded station like New York City. He wants reassurance, and we should give it to him.” The next day, when the biggest man I had ever seen stepped off the train in Portland, he was wearing a bright red rose in the lapel of his blue suit. On the drive to Waterville I sat in the backseat and listened in awe as Robbie and Dukes swapped basketball stories as though they were old friends.



THE TRIP TO BRISTOL
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By the time the sun crept up over the eastern horizon we were well on our way. By car it’s only about fifty miles from Waterville to Bristol, much less as the crow flies. Since my parents didn’t own a car then, we rarely traveled. When we did we hitchhiked, as Robbie and I were doing that day in the summer of 1944.

I had never been to the town of Bristol and I was geographically bewildered by the fact that to get there from Waterville we had to travel country roads through towns with names like East Vassalboro, South China, and North Waldoboro. I had once been to Vassalboro, but the others were a mystery to me; that added to the sense of adventure. There weren’t many cars on the most narrow of the roads, so Robbie insisted on an early start to make sure we got there before dark. He said he didn’t want to keep Mr. Moran waiting.

I stood by the side of the road in the damp darkness, with my right thumb stuck out. Robbie crouched nearby, a few feet off the road. He liked having me out there because I was smaller and more fragile looking than he; he thought I’d have a better chance of getting a ride. I didn’t know where we were going, or why, but Robbie said it would be a good adventure. I was pleased, even honored, that he’d asked me to come with him. As it turned out, we made it well before dark, which pleased Robbie and Mr. Moran.

The farmhouse was small, old, and rundown. Some of the window screens were torn, the front door didn’t fully close, and a lot of junk—an old washing machine, a broken lawn mower, a table with two broken legs—marked a sort of path from the house to the barn. Inside the barn was more junk, including what looked like the carriage part of a horseless horse and buggy.

The Morans were old and stooped, like their house. They were kind and obviously pleased to see Robbie. We were quickly ushered into their kitchen for dinner. It wasn’t very tasty, but it was hot and we were very hungry, so eating didn’t take long. Robbie took me out to the barn, and we climbed up into the back of the carriage. Two tattered blankets had been spread out and we slept on them. I asked Robbie again what we were going to do in the morning; he again said only that it would be a good adventure. I asked him how he knew the Morans; he didn’t answer. I couldn’t tell if he was really sleeping or just pretending to. It didn’t make any difference; I was very tired and sleepy, so I rolled over and quickly fell asleep.

The next morning, after a breakfast that was even quicker and more quiet than the previous evening’s dinner, Robbie led me out the back door and across a wide field to a dirt trail that led into the woods. The trail was rough, poorly maintained, and just wide enough for a vehicle to scrape through, although in some spots shrubs and tall grass intruded to narrow it even more. It was a cloudy and cool morning, good for walking, but an intermittent drizzle turned the trail into a series of puddles separated by patches of mud.

Several attempts to get Robbie to tell me where we were going and why failed, so we lapsed into silence. I trusted him totally, so I accepted his repeated assertion that this would be a good adventure.

We kept a steady pace for two or three hours. Then, without any warning, we walked into a small clearing. There, in front of us, was the rusty broken-down hulk of what had been a tank.

An army tank.

A German Army tank!

My surprise and astonishment were total and obvious. World War II had been raging for years. My father followed the news closely, and we were well aware of the major battles and had been surprised by reports of German spies in Maine. As we circled the tank and I reached out to touch it, Robbie asked if I’d like to see the inside. We jumped on the track that was closest to the ground, climbed up to the turret, and descended. The outside had been rusting and broken, but the inside was worse, a filthy shambles. There was little room, little light, and virtually nothing had been left to see. But of course none of that mattered, because we were able to imagine what it looked like and how it felt in combat. We fought several imaginary battles before climbing out and heading back home.

My questions now came firing out like bullets from the tank’s machine guns. “What’s a German Army tank doing in the woods near a small town in Maine?”

“They moved it from Dow Air Force Base.”

“That’s in Bangor.”

“Right.”

“Well, what was a German Army tank doing at an American Air Force base in Bangor?”

“To confuse them.”

“Who’s ‘them’?”

“The spies.”

“The spies? What spies?”

“The German spies. They’re all over.”

“They are?”

“Of course. Don’t you remember the two that got caught after they were dropped off by a submarine near Bar Harbor?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Well, they got those two, but there’s lots others.”

As we walked on I scanned the woods around us for spies. Nervously I stepped up the pace. If we ran into any it would be better to do so on the highway. After a long silence I resumed the questioning. “Robbie, I still can’t figure it out. Why would the spies be confused by an old rusted tank in the woods?”

“You’re confused, aren’t you?”

“Well, yes, but I’m not a spy. And besides, how would they ever know about it?”

“Word gets around.”

“What does that mean?”

“We make sure it gets around.”

“You mean we tell the spies about the tank?”

“We don’t tell them. We just make sure they know.”

“What’s the difference?”

“You’ll figure it out.”

“When?”

“Soon enough.”

After another long silence, he said, “You’re just a kid, I know, but can’t you see that if the German spies are trying to figure out what the tank is doing here, they won’t have time to do what they came here to do?”

I thought about that for a few minutes. “Robbie, you’re a genius.”

He repeated himself. “You’ll figure it out.”

We never actually went to Bristol. All of this was a tale Robbie told me as we lay in our beds, in the bedroom we shared one hot, sleepless night in the summer of 1944, one of many of his tall tales. His vivid imagination and the way he told the story had an indelible effect on me. I will never know if there really was a German Army tank hidden in the Maine woods. Many years later, as a candidate in search of votes, I went to Bristol for the first time. As I was driving into town, and later on the way out, I carefully scanned each house we passed to see if I could find one that fit Robbie’s description of the Moran farmhouse.

Although I am close with all my brothers and my sister, it was Robbie with whom I grew up and spent the most time together. From my earliest conscious moment until his death, I loved him intensely. After graduating from college and serving in the U.S. Marine Corps, he entered the banking business, first as an examiner for the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation, then as the president of small banks in Maine and Massachusetts. He retired at sixty, having been diagnosed with leukemia. Five years later, after a long and very difficult day at the peace talks in Northern Ireland, I got to bed after midnight, physically and emotionally exhausted. As I turned off the light, I hoped for a fresh start and a better day tomorrow.

The telephone rang. Slowly, drowsily, I picked it up.

“Hello.”

“George, this is Janet.”

“Janet! What’s the matter?”

“Robbie’s in very bad shape.”

She put him on the phone and we spoke briefly. His voice was faint and weak. “George, I love you.” “I love you, Robbie.” We said a few more words. I fought back the tears until we hung up. Then I lay back down and cried.

Heather had been with me in Belfast until security officials urged her to leave because of the potential of violence. So she spent much of that summer in London, and I joined her there on weekends. I flew to London, the next morning. There, we spent a long and sad weekend. It was hard to focus, hard to talk, hard to do anything but wait with dread for the phone to ring. The call came, finally, on Saturday. He died that morning.

I’ve had the burden of delivering many eulogies; Robbie’s was the only one I could not finish. After a slow and halting start I faltered and, unable to continue, ended by whispering, “Goodbye, Robbie. I love you.”

He meant so much to all of us and he remains alive in our hearts and minds. When we get together as a family, there always are lots of Robbie stories. As he did in his life, he makes us smile and laugh today. It’s as though he just left the room for a moment to go to the kitchen to get a glass of water.
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They came from deep in Asia fifteen thousand years ago, in one of the great migrations in human history, across the bridge of land that has since disappeared into the Bering Sea, between Siberia and Alaska. They settled the continents now known as North America and South America, and they became Incas and Aztecs, Navajo and Sioux, Seminole and, in the Northeast, Algonquin.

Many tribes made up the Algonquin family. Those who settled in what is now Maine came to be known as Abenaki. The word is an English-language version of Wabanaki, which means “living at the sunrise.” To the early Indians, this area was Dawnland, the place where the sun first rises.

We do not know how many there were or precisely how long they lived here. As happened throughout the Americas, they were displaced by whites. But they left their names to mark forever their presence. Madawaska is a town at the northern tip of Maine. At the southern border is the Piscataqua River. The highest point of land is Mount Katahdin. The three largest rivers are the Penobscot, the Kennebec, and the Androscoggin. The largest county in land area is Aroostook. Today only about three thousand Indians remain, mostly Penobscot and Passamaquoddy on reservations in central and eastern Maine and a few Maliseet and Micmac in the north.

For the Indians moving east across the continent, the Atlantic coast was as far as they could go. For the white men who came west across the ocean, it was the first place they came to. Several of the discoverers, some of them well-known, touched at or near Maine: Cabot in 1497, Verrazzano in 1524, John Walker in 1580. The earliest efforts at settlement failed: the French in 1604 at the mouth of the Saint Croix River in eastern Maine, the British in 1608 near the mouth of the Kennebec River in southern Maine. Over the next century more white settlements were established along the coast and up the rivers. Most of these failed too, victims of the continuing conflict between the British and the French. The Abenaki for the most part sided with the French, who used them to conduct raids on British settlers. This slowed the white settlement of Maine, even reversing it in some areas. But in the early eighteenth century, when the British and French had a quarter-century interlude of peace, the settling renewed and then accelerated.

Under the Treaty of Utrecht, signed in 1713, the British gained undisputed control of what was then known as Acadia, now the Canadian province of Nova Scotia. This eventually led to the departure of the French settlers, a noteworthy event in Maine history, and ultimately to the settlement of the northernmost part of Maine by French immigrants from Acadia. That area is now known simply as “The Valley,” a shorthand description of the Saint John River Valley. The Saint John forms the boundary between the United States and Canada along much of northern Maine. In its fertile valley on both sides of the river the French settlers endured and prospered. Today it is a vibrant, friendly, distinct part of Maine where French is still commonly spoken.

White settlement continued to increase in Maine, even though fighting between the British and French was renewed. The final victory over the French in the Battle of Quebec in 1759 consolidated British control over eastern North America. The distraction of a common foe having been removed, many British settlers began to question the motherland’s economic policies, which seemed unfair to the colonies. Maine, by then a district of Massachusetts, had been largely settled from the coast inward. Its economy was based on its ports and the sea; thus hostility was intense to British policies that adversely affected coastal trade. When the colonists in Massachusetts revolted, they had much support in Maine.
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