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  Dedicated to




  JAY FEIN
D. D. GURNEE
BROWNLEE HAYDON
AND OTHERS.




  ****




  Dear John:




  Whatever happened to my suggestion that the CSM collect Gould in book form?




  BROWNLEE HAYDON




  To the Christian Science Monitor:




  Please advise me as to when, Oh when, either you or someone else is going to publish a book containing a collection of those priceless writings of John Gould’s which have been appearing in your paper for so long? If they are not yet published, it is high time someone woke up and did the job. They are the most Americanlike things appearing in any paper today.


  D. D. GURNEE




  Mr. Gould:




  Have your “Dispatch from the Farm” articles ever been compiled, and if so in what publication can they be found?




  JAY FEIN




  The Dispatch from the Farm


  

  Something like 1100 essays ago, the editor of the Christian Science Monitor wrote to tell me that the editorial staff was pondering on the best way to present my essays to the readership. They settled, shortly, on what the sanctum calls the “fifth column” — the center of the editorial page just under the daily cartoon.




  Since then, many readers have suggested a collection of these weekly dispatches in a book. Here is that book. I offer it somewhat as a record of a happy career in journalism. The selections are my own.




JOHN GOULD


  Lisbon Falls, Maine




  INTRODUCTION




  

Now I will confess. I will tell you how it came about that John Gould's Dispatches from the Farm were first published in the Christian Science Monitor. John lmows. He does not find the story very funny. Neither do I.




When I was a little boy, we lived on a farm in Lisbon, Maine, only a couple of miles away from the Gould homestead, now made famous by John’s delightful prose. John was lots younger than I am. I never knew him then.




But I knew his grandfather, Tom Gould. He drove his horse and buggy up and down the road past our farm at least once a week. He drove to Lewiston carrying whatever produce he had to sell, and drove back with whatever he could buy for it. I suspect it wasn’t very much. He was a craggy, gnarled old boy. My grandfather played checkers and disputed with Tom sometimes. He referred to him often as one of the village characters. In 1917, I remember, Tom opposed Woodrow Wilson’s war. “Old Tom Gould is talking like a copperhead these days,” said my grandfather, who was no fire-breathing patriot himself.




Anyway, one nice summer’s day I was playing in our yard. Mr. Gould had already driven up the road toward Lewiston. Down the road came the Banana Man. This was an itinerant peddler, with a bony horse and ramshackle cart. He drove down the road selling exotic fruits, like oranges and bananas, and drove back with a load of rags, bottles, and junk. On this day, my grandmother or mother bought a hand of bananas and I begged one.




I took the banana out by the road. I didn’t eat it at once. A Maine boy didn’t. It was too rare a treat. I slit the banana peel with my finger nail, extracted the banana in one piece, and ate it with little bites, savoring every taste. I still had the peel, also in one piece, looking like a complete banana.




The devil entered me. I took the booby banana out into the road and laid it down in the dusty wheel-track, to deceive who might come by. Then I hid in the bushes. Sure enough, a horse and buggy came down the road. It was driven by Tom Gould, coming back from Lewiston. The poor old horse’s head hung low. He was tired, and so was Tom. But his countryman’s eye spied the banana in the road. He undoubtedly thought the Banana Man had dropped it, and hope must have sprung up in his weary heart. He drew the horse to a stop, cramped the front wheels, painfully stepped down from the seat, and walked ahead to the banana. He picked it up. Then only did he perceive the hoax. With an air of infinite disillusionment, tired, hot, hungry, thirsty, disappointed again by life’s vagrant hope and promise, he climbed back into the buggy and drove home.




My heart burned within me. I was so sorry. Poor Mr. Gould. How sad he had looked. What a wicked thing I had done. But what could I do about it? Nothing. Then. 




Thirty years later, a manuscript signed by John Gould reached the offices of the Christian Science Monitor. We had already known of John as a kind of press officer for Goddard College in Vermont. But we didn’t know he was a light essayist. His very first piece, I must say, was extremely good. Even if it hadn’t been, the then managing editor would have tried awfully hard to find some way to print it. But there was no need to try.




And now, nearly twenty-five years later, the Dispatches From the Farm come together in this delightful volume. I am glad that the Monitor’s readers have liked them as well as the editor has, and without any of his conscientious compulsions. Now a wider audience has its chance to savor them. They preserve memories and values which are a rich element in American life. They have a part to play in the future of a good society.




I can still taste that banana, and it tastes better now than it did after Tom Gould let the peel fall in the dust. John has paid the debt to Tom far better than I could, but rm glad I had a small part in it.




Erwin D. Canham
Editor in Chief
Christian Science Monitor
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YOU SHOULD START SOONER




  The gay yellow school buses do not make their appointed rounds if the highway crew has not first cleared new-fallen snow. So if a plow breaks down there is no school. On a morning when the new snow is deep and you can sit in a rocker in the kitchen with the cat on your knees, there is time for both you and the cat to meditate quietly, and just now I got to thinking about the time I got buried in the cowshed. Just such a storm as this, and I was late for school.




  We’d already had some good storms that winter, and this one I mention added a couple more feet. It was enough, too, to demonstrate a flaw in our architecture, because we’d hung the cowshed door so it swung out. In the snow belt of Maine, this is silly, and I don’t know how we came to do it. We’d widened the shed that summer, added some windows, and thought we’d done well.




  When I came down into the kitchen that morning snow covered the windows, so Mother had a lamp burning as she stirred the porridge at the stove. Upstairs, there had been the noise of the wind and the driving flakes, but here in the kitchen there was no sound of the welter outside. Insulated against noise, cold and light, we were snug as any Eskimo, and I pulled on my storm clothes and made ready for my morning trek to chore the cow.




  I wasn’t a six-footer then, and the drifts were. I slung the milk pail over one elbow, clutched a turned-down barn lantern in that hand, and held the big wooden snow shovel in the other. So I wallowed to the shed, and it wasn’t easy. I dug down, clearing snow until the door would swing, and as soon as it swung enough I squeezed in. It took more room for the fourteen-quart milk pail than it did for me. I made it, pulled the door to, and shot the hasp.




  My black cow, usually up and eager at the first sound of approaching breakfast, was not ready for me that morning. The snow had covered her windows, too, and she had no warning that morning had come. As far as she knew it was still last night. Abruptly, some intruder had violated her boudoir and surprised her. She started to get up just as I squeezed through the door.




  A cow, you know, gets up hind-end foremost. It is an anatomical maneuver least designed to accommodate the style of manger in which man usually installs her. When she is down, her head stretched forward on her grain box and her great body relaxed in the sweet comfort of repose, she would do a lot better to stand up front-end first. This would save her from ramming her snout into the boards, and the whole manipulation would be more congenial. But instead, she hoists her stern aloft, and for the partial elevation thus gained she pays dearly on the bow. Given sufficient time to awake, shake off drowsiness, and do the thing with dignity and poise, a cow can make out, but when an element of urgency or surprise is added she goes all to pieces.




  My cow then went to pieces. Suddenly intruded upon, she came to with a jerk and began to stand up. By the time she had her hind quarters at a point, I had closed the door behind me and with her head in the feed box she decided whatever it was she had been mistaken. Neither up nor down, she stood there deciding if she had heard something or not, and at last she decided she had not and began to recline her posterior again. But just then I turned up the wick in the lantern and bathed the tie-up in the yellow kerosene glow.




  This convinced her it was morning so she shifted to rise again. But I suppose she knew that lanterns were for night, not morning, and she went back to bed. Her thought processes then went to pot entirely, and I stood there in the shed and watched the stern end of my cow rising and lowering, rising and lowering, so confused she was that dusk or dawn she wotted not.




  I go into details, because all this took a lot of time, and time is of the essence. When at last I spoke to her she responded, engaging her coordination, and she got the front end up the next time the hind end went by, and she turned to look at me with sad brown eyes, asking mutely how all this started, anyway. I brushed her down, speaking cajolingly as is the proper approach, but she was taut and distraught as I milked her, her ears laid back and her eyes bugged.




  A cow, thus wound up, usually becomes a “hard” milker, and it takes longer than usual to drain her. At that time she was filling the pail, foam and all, to about an inch from the top, and I worried about toting that heft of splashing milk through the new snow back to the house. Indeed, this same consideration had decided me against watering her that morning, for in winter we lugged her beverage in pails from the house. I could let that go until after school. But she stripped out at last, I filled her crib with hay, and there I was.




  It had taken so long that the snow had blown back against the door, and I was trapped by an out-swinging portal in snow country. There wasn’t a thing I could do except wait to be saved. Mother, busy with bacon and eggs and feeding and dressing the other children, would think of me in time, and after she pulled on some heavy clothes would come out to see why I was detained. The froth on my pail of milk had settled completely by the time she did this, and the cream had started to rise. I heard her call to me through the door, and then she began digging away the snow.




  We didn’t get bussed to school in those times, and we all went to school that morning — I was on ahead breaking a path for my brothers and sisters. We were all late, and my teacher asked me how that happened. I told her about the cow and the driving snow, and she said on bad mornings I ought to start sooner.




  OF PRIMING AND PUMPING




  Fraser, Colorado, appears now to be a fake. I can’t find it in Webster’s Geographical Dictionary, and during the past cold spell its well-established reputation as a television weatherman’s horrible example was completely exploded. I just came into the house from a genial State of Maine 38-below to find the man on Channel 8 telling me Fraser was the nation’s coldest spot with a minus 22. I am typing this with my mittens on, and thus the winter wanes away.




  During this spell of weather Fraser has been getting hotter and hotter, and we have been losing ground, and old timers say this is as bad as we’ve ever had. I have not tried to start my automobile, so I don’t have any opinions backed by modern measurements.




  Nowadays a drop in temperature is important only as it affects getting the family vehicle going, and the conversational appurtenances thereto are manifold. A man whose conveyance chugs off immediately becomes something of a neighborhood hero and he brags. He gives a push to his friends and makes fun of their models, and becomes objectionable. When it warmed up to 18-below one morning last week we thought the worst was over.




  Somehow these cool mornings make me think of priming a pump. Back when F.D.R. began talking about priming the pump for political purposes I used to have a little fun asking his warmer supporters if they knew what he meant. I used to wonder if he did. Today you can telephone from a comfortable kitchen and have the garage man come and start your automobile nicely, but starting the old barn pump was something you did yourself. During a cold spell like this one there was little about it which suggested national political dimensions, and the fact that I knew about “pump priming” was reason enough to hold aloof from the New Deal. Only those who never primed a pump would subscribe.




  A pump was made, in its chamber, so when you lifted the handle high it would trigger a release, and the water would drain back in the well. In winter weather you always did this after gaining what water you needed, otherwise the freeze-up would burst the pump and the pipe; at least would cement the handle motionless. Since every family includes at least one muddle-headed member who might forget to lift the handle high for a moment, farmers had a way of making this automatic. They would take the plunger out of the pump, and cut a little notch in the leather. The notch wasn’t big enough to hamper the suction when you were pumping, but it was big enough to let the water run down before it froze. Then if somebody forgot to lift on the handle, the water would leak by itself with a gasping, gurgling, prolonged hissing until all was safe.




  Then the pump would cool all night. Even though most of the water drained down, there was always enough moisture to form frost, and this glued things together inside. The leathers would freeze and become crisp. And then I would arise in the brisk dawn and go down to the barn and prime that pump until it drew water again, and all the thirsty animals could get a drink. This chore began the night before, when you set a pail of water close to the stove in the kitchen. This water was for priming. Then we would take our hot bricks from the oven, wrap them in flannel, and run to our beds up in the unheated chambers. We pushed the bricks down into the cold sheets to warm our feet. The air in one of our bedrooms was just as cold and fresh whether you opened a window or not. We liked the solid weight of blankets and comf-tibles, and we snuggled in to shiver until we got warm. During the night we could listen to the nails pulling.




  Unless you remember nails pulling in the roof on a winter night, you shouldn’t be talking about cold weather. The air would be still as a pirate’s conscience, the stars close down with their cut-glass edges sharp and blue, and a fox snarling three miles away would seem to be right under the window. Somehow all this built up a stress in the construction, and up in the roofers an old hand-wrought nail would pop out. It sounded like a pistol shot, closer than any sonic boom, and deep down under your bedding you would come awake in a twitch and think about that old pump in the barn and the inevitable morning.






  Once in a while the hardwood fire in the kitchen range would burn down sooner than usual, and the pail of water would freeze. Sometimes during the night the very heart of the home would drop below 32°, and the priming water turned to ice. Then you had to get the fire going again, wait until you had heat enough to thaw the pail. There was always something about the benefits of political pump priming that sounded harsh and out of tune to an old pump primer from away back who could freeze a pail of water on his kitchen floor. This was never my idea of the way to start prosperity.




  Then to the barn with a pail that cast steam into the air, and the waking cattle would stand up and adjust to their stanchions, and turn to watch you with their big brown eyes. No maestro ever raised his baton before as critical an audience. In their silent gaze was utter contempt for anybody put to priming a pump. The dry, cold, ice-crusted interior of the pump barrel snapped when the first warm water was poured in, and the limber handle was futile in its search for water. It took a long time. But as the metal lost its frost and the leathers became pliant again, there was eventually a different sound and the suction began to build up. The cattle were placid at first, but when they could hear water coming up in the pipe they began to stir, and some of them would low their approval.




  Afterwards they were released two at a time and pumping continued until all had their drinks. Pumping worked up a sweat, but it was nothing like the sweat that might come to you later that morning in school, when in geography or history your thoughts wandered, and you couldn’t remember if you let the pump down or not.




  No, I haven’t tried to start my automobile this cold spell, and the days of priming a winter pump are gone. But if there is any Fraser, Colorado, and they think it’s cold there, I’m not impressed.




  PHEASANTS ON THE LOOSE




  The second day of October, falling on a Monday, turned out to be the opening of the bird season — which I had neglected to mark down as such and so fared forth briskly in the beauty of the dawn as if ’twere any other lovely day. And it so happened that my thoughts turned upon a pear for breakfast, which makes the second of October about right, and I thought if I got one I would cut it up into pieces and eat it out of a nappy with some sugar on it.




  I would state that as far as birds go I am in a special situation. Our upland acres are pleasant and congenial, and birds like to live here. And we have in Maine a game-management program which culminates about September when all the game wardens come around with trucks loaded with crates and turn ring-necked pheasants loose. These birds are hatched and grown on a game farm, so-called, and are pawns in the “put and take” policy of the sporting program. The pheasant originated in Asia, back in the Ding-Dong Dynasty somewhere, and has been a domesticated bird ever since. He is no more wild than a Barred Rock pullet, or a hired girl going to the woodpile for kindlings. But after he is spoonfed all summer, he is taken into the back country and released, and by legislative fiat he is now “wild.” He is game. He is also a nuisance around a farm and will peck the crops. One year when it was dry and they were seeking moisture they ruined about a thousand bushels of my Yellow Delicious apples, right on the boughs.




  I disposed of them, that year, before the season opened. I am a good shot with the varmint gun, and shooting pheasants proved to be about as sporty as trapping mice in a pantry. I dressed them out, wrapped them well, and put them in the freezer. Then I told the game warden what I had done, and I showed him a beautiful yellow apple with the side gone from it. “You can’t do that!” he said. I said I had already done it, and if he wanted the pheasants he could come and get them. I also told him that if he ever released any more pheasants on my land I’d shoot him.




  But it doesn’t matter much where they let them go. The land lies so the pheasants released all up and down the valley work up onto me. The reason they have introduced the pheasant as a game bird is to take the “pressure” off pa’tridges (ruffed grouse) and woodcock. These birds can’t be hatched and nurtured in a hen-pen, and as more and more people take up gunning the state needed to find something for them to gun. The agile hunter can shoot pheasants right from his automobile seat, and this is dandy.




  So we don’t see a pheasant from snow-go to August, but suddenly all the crates are unbuttoned and the fields swarm with pheasants. By the last week in September we’ll see fifteen or twenty eating holly-hock seeds by the back door; they roost at night in the flowering crab on the front lawn, and they set our barnyard mallards into a tizzy by stealing their mash at the hopper. I suppose they don’t know (and I forgot) that October is open season, and that however tame they may be tonight, they are legally wild tomorrow. So as I say, I arose thinking pear, and I pulled on my rubber boots against the heavy dew of the mom and sallied forth to my pear tree.




  It was a lovely dawn and every prospect pleased. The catbird and cuckoo called cheerily from the glen, and a raucous crow answered forsooth from yonder pine. The mists of the morning hung over the east’ard valley and the sun was working on them with a will. The bay of a tied-up hound over in the next town sounded mournful and distressed. Beads of dew festooned the thistle and the gorse, whatever gorse is, and my pantslegs were soon soaked above my boots. It was refreshing, clean and beautiful. To pop from bed into the magnificence of a country morning remains one of life’s finest joys, and to have a nice ripe pear on top of that is almost more than mortal deserves.




  The pear tree I had in mind, and which I have since picked, is an understanding tree that cooperates fully. It knows that no pear is any good until it has yellowed on the twig and dropped into the dew-drenched dawn just in time for breakfast. It was my thought to show appreciation of this bounty, and be there to catch such a pear on the first bounce. Thus I was oriented pearwise and, absorbed by the peripheral peace and loveliness, approached the tree without anything else on my mind.




  About seventeen feet beyond the barn, therefore, I almost stepped on a cock pheasant in the grass, and rudely interrupted his matutinal meditations. He made a long outcry, after his kind, which is something like having a John Peel obligato blown in your ear by a mad bugler, and at this a whole flock of bedded-down pheasants arose from the grass all about me and flew off in thirty-eight directions. Nor did I know that five lusty hunters, assisted by two fine bird dogs, had been creeping up on this lair from the morning mists beyond.




  Before I could retreat I had been decimated by twenty-seven shots, each of which hissed past me distinctly enough so I counted each and every one separately. None actually struck me, and I am happy to report that none struck a pheasant, either. The gentlemen, having discharged their weapons, then indicated they were put out because I had flushed the covey before they were ready. They seemed to think a householder going after a morning pear should gear himself to the sporting possibilities, and have greater respect for the amenities.




  Thinking the Battle of Gettysburg was being re-enacted by the National Guard, my wife arose during the volley, and our old dog, who is gun-shy, went under the refrigerator. When I came into the kitchen, feeling like Pershing on a triumphal return from the front, she said, “I forgot all about the hunting season!”




  The pear was delicious.




  LEFT-HAND NUTS




  After long resistance I bought me a chainsaw. I haven’t paid for it yet, so I’m lucky, but things have gone about as I expected. Well, you see, I don’t cut much wood any more, and the noise of a chainsaw in my woods would seem like an intrusion on a sturdy past. But sentiment fades before the inroads of the era of comfort and ease, and noisy as it is a chainsaw will do quite a chore. And some of my reluctance to go modem was born of an observation that men with chainsaws spend a great deal of time fixing them.




  This pertains to a common fault in the whole agricultural area. Machinery, implements and devices turned out for farmers have a margin of error you could drive a team of horses through with a ladder on crosswise. A nation smart enough to start a rocket toward the moon ought to be able to make a chain-saw that will work, or a cutterbar that will mow grass. Alas. The raucous whine of the chainsaw on the morning air, assaulting the peace of the lovely bucolic scene, suddenly stops and you know the man is adjusting his tension again.




  Tractors, cultivators, water pumps, milking machines — all such have a factor of desuetude, and I’m sure if the American farmer could get equipment that would work he’d do his sixteen-hour day in banker’s time. But the other day I had a chance, so I dickered for a chainsaw, and I explained to the man that I was not a lumberman and didn’t own a pulpmill. My needs were moderate, and if I could get something reliable that would limb a tree and keep my fireplace and shop stove going I would be glad.




  I pointed out that this didn’t warrant the long price on a new saw (they cost more than they should, anyway), but if I could get something that would start when I pulled the string and would run until I was tuckered the need would be served. Least of all, I said, I didn’t want any transaction to lead to the constant going and coming to the repair shop that seemed standard for the trade. “There are more chainsaws being repaired in dealers’ back rooms than there are in the Maine woods,” I said, looking behind him at the broken chainsaws he had piled up.




  He said he knew just what I meant, and that he had a beauty. “This one will cut like going through butter,” he said. “When you pull the string it’s just like unlacing a shoe.” He said it was just the checker, and he was glad to see me have it because he was partial to it and wanted it to have a good home that didn’t keep late hours. I took it home, a little pleased that my character was strong enough to make this change from a sentimental past.




  The next morning I made ready for a day in the woods. I mixed oil with gasoline, got down the box of wrenches. I laid in the ax and peavey, the big maul and the wedges. I took a lunch. The tractor drew the trailer up across the fields, crunching on the rime-frost of the morning, and I drove down into the woods to stop by a big beech that I had in mind, I parked the rig so it wouldn’t be under the tree when it came down. I took the ax and cleared the brush away so my footing was clear. And I found the man had told me the truth — just like unlacing a shoe, and when I jerked the struggle-string the engine roared after its kind. Clean-cut explosions from the spark indicated perfect carburetion and correct adjustment throughout. It was a joyful sound, and I could see that this was a fine saw. It continued to run in this highly excellent fashion for three seconds, going on four, and then it leaped into the air about a foot and fell to the ground to lie silent in the woodland dell. A beautiful peace fell over the countryside, and I could hear the beech leaves rustling in the bright northish wind that was also flapping my ears.




  This bright northish wind is not the best company while you are dissecting a chainsaw on a frozen stump and trying to find out what slew it. It seemed to me the recoil mechanism had got mixed with the rudder, somehow, and when you have mittens on a three-sixteenth isn’t too different from a seven-thirty-second. I found my thoughts turning on the chainsaw man, who had a warm shop and a congenial bench, with his tools all handy, and who had said “Eyah, sure!” when I spoke of all the chainsaws he had in for repairs. I turned the tractor around and gave my chainsaw a nice ride home, and then I took it to his warm shop and gave it back to him. “That’s funny,” he said. “Not ha-ha, but tch-tch.” “Eyah, sure,” I said.




  I said it was a funny country that can make an astronaut circle the globe three times, but can’t make a chainsaw. He said she’d cut or he’d know the reason why. He spent the next few hours knowing the reason why.




  I think I know why. There’s a left-hand nut. I’ve always been leery of left-hand nuts. When the struggle-string disengages and the flywheel takes over, this nut comes loose. Mechanics tell us it isn’t supposed to, and it is a left-hand nut so it won’t. I think anything that requires a left-hand nut is basically unsound. Billions have been spent on solid fuels for intercontinental missiles, but technology has never spent fifteen cents’ worth of thought on the absurdity of left-hand nuts.




  To date, my chainsaw has not spewed one scrid of sawdust and has yet to ease my burden in the wood-lot. The man has repeatedly “fixed” it, and I have repeatedly carried it home and brought it back. It sits now in the shop, waiting for me to try again, and Pm trying to talk myself into it. All the time I meant to spend sawing, my fuel has been put into caddying a chainsaw, and I think this is about par for the course.
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