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Introduction

FOR THIRTY YEARS, I have lived in the New Hampshire house, white clapboard and green shutters, where my grandmother was born in 1878, my mother in 1903. Great-grandparents had bought the farm in 1865. By adding rooms for their numerous children, they turned it into the familiar New England extended farmhouse. The original Cape had been built on the Grafton Turnpike, which became New Hampshire Highway Number 4 and devolved into U.S. Route 4. Shortly after I moved in, I had the old chimneys replaced—they were pretty well burned out—and found on a brick from the eldest chimney the date of its fabrication: 1803. I keep this brick, as my ancestors kept everything that ever entered this house. In the attic, or in an unfinished loft the family called the back chamber, there remain dozens of broken rockers and knocked-down beds, highchairs, oil lamps, chamber pots, pretty boxes, tools, catalogues, postcards, toys, sofas, butter churns, yellow newspapers, lasts, spinning wheels for wool and flax, books, rusty stoves, cranks for machines of inscrutable purpose, broken dolls and dolls’ furniture, bundles of letters, and chests of dead people’s clothing. Only in the rural South, and in rural New England, do American houses willfully contain the history of a family.

In 1975 my wife and I moved from Michigan to Eagle Pond Farm in Wilmot, New Hampshire. For me it was coming home, and it was coming home to the place of language. Years before, I had written a reminiscence, String Too Short to Be Saved, about the childhood summers when I hayed here with my grandfather. When I was twelve and thirteen, it was here that I began writing poetry. This farm provided subject matter for the first poems I published, when I was sixteen, and shows itself frequently in the four hundred and thirty-one pages of White Apples and the Taste of Stone, the selected poems I published in 2006, when I was seventy-seven. In 1986 I put together a book called Seasons at Eagle Pond. In 1990 I collected miscellaneous New Hampshire essays for Here at Eagle Pond. The relationship between essay and farm is symbiotic. Because I make my living by freelance writing, magazines that ask me to write about Eagle Pond Farm help pay its mortgage. In Eagle Pond I add a long poem—which belongs here rather than in a selected poems—and a few essays I wrote after Here at Eagle Pond. I have revised everything, to diminish repetition. I do repeat myself, when repetition is necessary to the structure of the essay. Still, this harvest of thirty years remains diverse. I reprint a piece of largely objective prose cheek by jowl with sarcasms about Vermont and enthusiasms over New England weather. But these different voices are each my own voice—and Picasso said that every human being is a colony. Often books try to abide by a neoclassic unity of character; such a notion is unreal: On a given day, a woman or a man speaks in one voice (diction, syntax, gesture, tone) to the folks in the mailroom, in another to the CEO, in another when giving instructions to an assistant, in another to the same assistant met on the street, in another to spouse, in another to children.

Thinking of what I do, as I gather these pieces together, I come upon an analogy that pleases me. My ancestors who lived here made their livings by freelancing as farmers, by harvesting small crops for diverse markets. They raised chickens to trade eggs for salt and coffee, sheep for wool and meat, cattle for milk and meat; they raised vegetables, they cut timber, they harvested cider, maple syrup, and honey. They never accumulated much money, but they paid their taxes by the various products of their repeated labors. Thus I gather for the reader mutton, zucchini, apples, eggs, milk by the hundred-weight, sweetness in two flavors—derived from trees and from insects—and a barrel of vinegar.

THESE ESSAYS are also letters to friends, and they become letters to strangers. When I left teaching and moved here, to support myself by writing, my friends were anxious: How would we live? What would our lives be like, living here at Eagle Pond, in solitude among relicts and memories, in a countryside of birches and GMC pickups? Some of these essays answered their questions, almost like those photocopied annual reports that people include with their Christmas cards. And some of these essays, I believe, climbed from the pages of real letters to friends.

My letter writing, real and metaphorical, came naturally enough out of my family. The women of Eagle Pond Farm worked as hard as the men did—an equality not of ownership or political rights but of toil. One relaxation in the women’s long day was writing letters. My grandmother Kate Wells sat in the kitchen window to write daily letters to the three daughters who grew up at the farm just east of Eagle Pond, daughters who journeyed to far-off Lewiston, Maine, to attend Bates College, and who later moved to southern places: my mother Lucy to Connecticut, my aunt Caroline to Boston suburbs where she taught school, my aunt Nan to Northfield, New Hampshire. Sometimes Kate’s letters were postcards, a penny each, but she could pack a letter’s worth onto the oblong with green Ben Franklin in the corner. Letters or postcards traveled south past Mount Kearsarge to daughters bearing news of home, for so she referred to Eagle Pond Farm, not for herself only but for her daughters, for her older sister Nannie, for her older brother Luther, and for her one grandchild. When she was past ninety she quizzed me elaborately to make sure that, in my absence from the farm—I was absent, then, three hundred and sixty-two days in the year—I referred habitually to this place as home.

Returning letters arrived daily, exclaiming on the Eagle Pond weather report, carrying climate’s intimate news—“The perspiration just dripped from my nose.” “It was glare ice.”—from the daughters of the diaspora back to the high priestess in her rocking chair. With her lips pursed in a scant smile, her brow furrowed, she concentrated on reading her daughters’ words. As an old woman, Kate never read anything except letters. Young, she was a student: Her report cards from Franklin High School, always quick to hand, demonstrated her A’s in Greek, Latin, and everything else; but after she had graduated, at the end of the nineteenth century—or maybe after courtship and babies—she stopped reading. She darned and daydreamed in the evening while my grandfather reread David Harum and giggled.

Her only literature was letters, but what a letterist she was. Nor did it start with her. In the back chamber, in old chests and boxes, along with diaries and slates and chalk and pens and dried inkwells, there are bundles of letters and postcards—Civil War letters, letters dispatched before stamps existed, letters of great formal intimacy often addressed to names I cannot place from names I cannot place. Nor did it end with her. I inherited the matter of Eagle Pond letters. I annoy my friends by answering their letters immediately. I puzzle publishers and magazine editors and impresarios of the poetry reading by writing instead of telephoning. I loathe the damned telephone; I prize the bundle of envelopes left each day in the outsized mailbox. Every day is Christmas, as I settle back into my blue chair and hear my friends out, knowing that late in the day I will talk back to them. Last time I counted, I was talking (I dictate) four thousand letters and postcards a year.

If I go away for a week, the mail punishes me when I return. Years ago, I left for seven weeks on a trip to China and Japan, and the mail that welcomed me home filled seven cardboard boxes. Travel can be a burden, and who wants to leave Eagle Pond anyway? My grandmother never did. Of course it takes all kinds, as we like to say. My grandmother’s three girls all left, thus (felix culpa) providing her license to write them letters from Eagle Pond every day for fifty years. By pocket calculator (and mild exaggeration) that’s 54,750 postal items.

THE FIRST ESSAY of Here at Eagle Pond is “Why We Live Here,” and so is the second, and so is the third . . . These pieces begin with the bliss of return, and later they add anxiety to joy. The predictable armies of development and overpopulation heave into sight on the southern and western horizons. Thus I join the chorus: I got here. Everybody else stay out! Sometimes when I praise where I live, in this old family house, I’m afraid that I sound like a cartoon that Herblock drew while Barry Goldwater was running for the presidency. Herblock had the senator, a fortunate son, snapping at the beggar, “Go inherit a department store.” Reader, believe me: I know I am lucky. Every day, I know that my intimate connection with the family past, in this place, depends upon a series of accidents and not upon my virtue. Also I know that we do not require ancestors in order to connect, joyously, with a place and a culture. I see all around me emigrants from other places who belong more preciously to this place than most old-timers do. But I see as well—by looking afield to Nashua or Burlington—that overpopulation with its suburban density can disconnect us all from the land and its history.




I

Seasons at Eagle Pond
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Winter
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IN NEW HAMPSHIRE we know ourselves by winter—in snow, in cold, in darkness. For some of us the first true snow begins it; for others winter begins with the first bruising assault of zero weather. There is yet another sort, light-lovers, for whom winter begins with dark’s onset in mid-August. If we wake as we ought to at 5:30, we begin waking in darkness, and dawn turns throaty with the ululations of photophiliacs, noctophobics, some of whom are fanatical enough to begin lamentation late in the month of June—when dawn arrives at 4:32 A.M. and the day before it arrived at 4:31:30. On June 22 my wife Jane exchanges postcards of commiseration with a fellow in Michigan who is another amorist of light. Fortunately this mountain has an upside as well as a downside. When in January daylight lasts half a minute longer every day, Jane’s faint green leaves take on color; she leans south toward Kearsarge and the low, brief but lengthening pale winter sun. An observer can spy the faint buds that will burst into snowdrops and daffodils in April, tulips in May.

Some of us, on the other hand, are darkness-lovers. We do not dislike the early and late daylight of June, whippoorwill’s graytime, but we cherish the gradually increasing dark of November, which we wrap around ourselves in the prosperous warmth of woodstove, oil, electric blanket, storm window, and insulation. We are partly tuber, partly bear. Inside our warmth we fold ourselves in the dark and its cold—around us, outside us, safely away from us; we tuck ourselves up in the long sleep and comfort of cold’s opposite, warming ourselves by thought of the cold, lighting ourselves by darkness’s idea. Or we are Persephone gone underground again, cozy in the amenities of Hell. Sheltered between stove and electric light, we hollow islands of safety within the cold and dark. As light grows less each day, our fur grows thicker. By December 22 we are cozy as a cat hunkered under a Glenwood.

Often October has shown one snow flurry, sometimes even September. For that matter, it once snowed in New Hampshire every month of the year. In 1816 it snowed and froze in June, in July, in August—the Poverty Year, season of continuous winter, when farmers planted over and over again, over and over again ripped out frozen shoots of corn and pumpkin. An 1815 volcanic eruption in Indonesia did it—though at the time our preachers thought the source more local and divine wrath explicit.

Winter starts in November, whatever the calendar says, with gray of granite, with russet and brown of used leaves. In November stillness our stonewalls wait, attentive, and gaunt revenant trunks of maple and oak settle down for winter’s stasis, which annually mimics and presages death for each of us and for the planet. November’s palette, Braque’s analytic cubism, squared with fieldstones, interrupts itself briefly with the bright-flapped caps of deer hunters and their orange jackets. Always it is modified by the black-green fir, enduring, hinting at permanence. Serious snow begins one November afternoon. South of us Mount Kearsarge gradually disappears into white gauzy cloud, vanishing mountain, weather-sign for all of us to its north. For one hundred and eighty years the people of this house have looked south at dawn’s light and again at sunset to tell the coming weather, reliable in 1803 when the first builder put in the south windows and reliable still. When Kearsarge disappears the storm comes closer. Birds gather at the feeder, squabbling, gobbling their weight. When they are full they look for shelter, and we do the same, or at least we bring wood from the shed to stack beside the old Glenwoods and the new Jøtul.

EVERY YEAR the first snow sets me dreaming. By March it will only bring the grumps, but November snow is revenance, a dreamy restitution of childhood or even infancy. Tighten the door and settle a cloth snake against the breeze from the door’s bottom; make sure the storms are firmly shut; add logs to the stove and widen the draft. Sit in a chair looking south into blue twilight that arrives earlier every day—as the sky flakes and densens, as the first clear flakes float past the porch’s wood to light on dirt of the driveway and on brown frozen grass or dry stalks of the flower border. They seem tentative and awkward at first, then in a hastening host a whole brief army falls, white militia paratrooping out of the close sky over various textures, making them one. Snow is white and gray, part and whole, infinitely various yet infinitely repetitious, soft and hard, frozen and melting, a creaking underfoot and a soundlessness. But first of all it is the reversion of many into one. It is substance, almost the idea of substance, that turns grass, driveway, hayfield, old garden, log pile, Saab, watering trough, collapsed barn, and stonewall into the one white.

We finish early in November the task of preparing the house for snow—tacking poly over the low clapboards, raking leaves against the foundations as high as we can rake them. When the first real snow arrives, no dusting half inch but a solid foot, we complete the insulation, for it is snow that keeps us warm. After a neighbor’s four-wheel-drive pickup, plow bolted in front, swoops clean our U-shaped driveway, and after we dig out the mailbox for Bert’s rural delivery, it is time to heap the snow over leaves and against poly, around the house, on all sides of the house, against the granite foundation stones. Arctic winds halt before this white guard. When bright noon melts inches of snow away from the house, reflecting heat from the snowy clapboard, it leaves cracks of cold air for us to fill when new snow falls all winter long.

But November, although it begins winter, is only winter’s approach, with little snow and with cold that announces itself only to increase. The calendar’s winter begins at the solstice, Advent’s event: the birth of the child who rises from winter to die and rise again in spring. November is autumn’s burial, and the smoke of victims sacrificed is thanks for harvest and magic as we go into ourselves like maples for winter’s bear-sleep. We make transition by way of feast and anticipatory snow, toward the long, white, hard hundred days, the true winter of our annual deaths. We wait for December to feel the cold, I mean COLD, for longer than a week, but now we are ready for snow.

THE FIRST big snow accumulates one night. Kearsarge may disappear at noon, and darkness start early. In teatime twilight, big flakes slowly, as if hesitant, reel past the empty trees like small white leaves, star-shaped and infrequent. By bedtime, driveway and lawn turn shaggy with the first cover. It is good to go to bed early in winter, and tonight as we sleep our dreams take punctuation from the thudding of snowplows as they roll and bluster up and down Route 4, shaking the house yet comforting our sleep: Someone takes care, the solitary captains in their great snowships breasting through vast whiteness, cleaving it sideways into gutter drifts. If we stir as they thump past, we watch revolving yellow lights flash through our windows and reflect on the ceiling. We roll over and fall back into protected sleep. In a house full of pets we sleep not alone, for the snowplows that reassure us frighten our dog like thunder or rifle fire; cats crawl between our warm bodies under warmer electric blankets.

When we become aware, by the plows’ repeated patrols, that the first deep snow accumulates, when the first intense and almost unbreakable sleep finishes and we climb to the frangible second story of the night’s house, I pull myself out of bed at two or three in the morning to inspect the true oncoming of winter’s work. I walk through the dark house from one vantage to another—parlor window that looks west toward pond, kitchen from which I look toward Kearsarge, dining room that gives on the north and, if I twist, back to the slopes of Ragged Mountain rising east above us. The night’s flaking air breaks black sky into white flecks, silent and pervasive, shuttering the day’s vista. This snow fills the air and the eyes, the way on spring nights peepers fill the ears. Everywhere I look, limited by snow-limits, cold dewy whiteness takes everything into itself. Beside the covered woodshed, side by side, I see the shapes of two small cars rounded and smooth like enormous loaves of dead-white bread. Where the woodpile waits for final stacking in the shed, a mound rises with irregular sticks jagging out of it. Up on the hill the great cowbarn labors under a two-foot layer of snow, its unpainted vertical boards a dark upright shadow in all the whiteness, like the hemlocks above it on Ragged’s hill. Although snowplows keep Route 4 passable, they do not yet scrape to the macadam: In the darkness the highway is as white as the hayfields on either side. Down the road the white cottage disappears against the white field, its green shutters a patch of vacancy in the whiteness. In the stillness of two A.M., in a silent unlit moment with no plows thudding, I regard a landscape reverted to other years by the same snow, and I might be my great-grandfather gazing from the same windows in 1885. Or it might be his mother’s eyes I gaze from, born on a Wilmot hill in 1789. Or maybe I look, centuries earlier, from the eyes of a Penacook wintering over the pond.

But now the snowplow’s thunder signals itself, and I watch the revolving yellow light reflect upward into white prodigious air, and hear the great bruising barge roar and rumble past the house as a steel prow swooshes high waves of whiteness up and over the gutter almost to the front of the house, and buries the mailbox.

ONE YEAR the first great snow came Christmas Eve after the family had struggled to bed. When we lit the tree in the morning, the day past the windows was thick and dark, and as we opened our presents the snow deepened in yard and hayfield outside, and on Christmas Day, all day, the great plows of state and town kept Route 4 clear. Snow stopped at three in the afternoon, and when Forrest rolled in to plow the driveway in the early blue twilight, Jane heaped slices of turkey between homemade bread to comfort him in his cab as he drove over the countryside digging people out.

The next morning was cold, thirty below, cold enough to notice. January in fact is the coldest month, although many would argue for February. Usually our cold is dry and does not penetrate so much as damp cold. December of 1975, our first full winter here, I tried starting the Plymouth one morning with normal confidence in the old six and without cold-weather precautions; I flooded it. When I looked at the thermometer I was astonished to find it seventeen degrees below zero, for my face and forehead had not warned me that it was cold. I had recently spent my winters in Michigan’s damp cold; Ann Arbor’s occasional zero felt harsher than New Hampshire’s common twenty below.

Later that winter we did not complain of mildness. In January of 1976, morning after morning was thirty below; one morning on the porch the thermometer read thirty-eight degrees under—a temperature we did not equal until 1984. My grandmother had just died at ninety-seven, and she had spent most of her late winters going south to Connecticut. The house had grown unaccustomed to winter, the old heavy wooden storm windows broken, no central heat, and no insulation. Jane and I had never lived without central heat. Now we had a parlor Glenwood stove for heating, two kerosene burners in the kitchen, and on occasion an electric oven with the door open. This twelve-room house, in January of 1976, dwindled to a one-room house with a kitchen sometimes habitable. Working at the dining room table twenty feet from the living room’s Glenwood, I felt chilly. At the time we were too excited or triumphant to complain: We were camping out; we were earning our stripes. The next summer we added aluminum combination storms and screens together with some insulation; we added two more woodstoves, one for each study, so that we could each work despite the winter. (My grandparents survived with only two woodstoves because they bustled around all day; in our work we sit on our duffs and require extra stoves.) When February came we learned we had passed our initiation, for it had been the coldest January since New Hampshire started keeping records more than a hundred years earlier. In all my grandmother’s ninety-seven Januarys she had not known so cold a month.

My grandfather Wesley Wells worked all day without any heat except for the bodies of his cows. While he sat at morning and evening between two great steaming black-and-white Holstein hulks, pulling the pale thin tonnage of blue milk from their cud-chewing bodies, he kept warm. Other chores were cold. I can remember him, on my winter visits to the farm as a boy, scurrying into the house for a warmup between his outdoor tasks, rubbing his hands together, opening the drafts of one of the woodstoves and looming over it for a moment. Early and late, he moved among cold sheds and unheated barns. In the cowbarn he fed the cattle hay, grain, and ensilage, and provided his horse Riley with oats and hay and water. He let the Holsteins loose to wander stiff-legged to the old cement watering trough next to the milk room, from which he first removed a layer of ice. Their muzzles dipped one by one into the near-freezing water. And he fed the sheep in sheepbarn and sheepyard. From the sheep’s trough he scooped water for the hens who lived next door to the sheep, and he carried feed for his hens from the grainshed beside the cowbarn.
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He would start these chores early, most days of deep winter, rising at four-thirty, perhaps three hours before the sun, to do half the daily chores of feeding and watering, of milking and readying milk for the milk truck, because the special daily chores of winter were the year’s hardest, the pains of minus twenty exacerbated by hard labor. To chop wood for next year’s stove, the farmer stalked with his ax into his woodlot after chores and breakfast, and often marched far enough so that he carried with him his bread and butter, meat, pie, and thermos of coffee for dinner. Setting out with a great ax, usually working alone, the farmer chopped a tree down, trimmed branches, cut the trunk into four-foot sections, and stacked it. Later he would hitch oxen to the sledge and fetch the cordwood downhill to the barnyard for cutting to stove-length pieces and for splitting. Maybe ten cord of a winter for the house—more for the sugaring in March.

In January he harvested another winter crop, the crop that people forget when they think of the needs of an old farm—the harvest of ice, cut in great oblongs two or three feet thick from Eagle Pond, ox-sledded up to the icehouse in back of the cowbarn’s watering trough, packed against warm weather six months hence. Each winter the farmer waited for a cold stretch, augering through the pond ice to check its thickness. Then he cut checkerboard squares with an ice saw. He kept himself heavily mittened not only against cold and wind rattling over the open desert lake, but also against the inevitable clasp of near-frozen water. A crew of them—neighbors cooperated to fetch ice—sawed and grappled, lifted and hauled, hard work and cold work. In the icehouse they stacked layers of ice, thickly insulated with sawdust, to last from the earliest warmth of April through hot spells of June and the long summer hay days of July and August through autumn with its Indian summer, until the pond froze again. In the hot months my grandfather brought one chunk a day downhill from the icehouse, great square balanced with ice tongs on his shoulder, to the toolshed behind the kitchen where my grandmother kept her icebox, drip drip. Most ice went to cool the milk, hot from the udders of Holsteins, so that it would not spoil overnight in summer. July and August, I was amazed every time we dug through the wet sawdust in the cool shade of the icehouse to find cold winter again—packed silvery slab of Eagle Pond preserved against summer, just as we hayed to preserve summer’s grass for the winter cattle. On the hottest days when we returned sweaty from haying, my grandfather cracked off a little triangle of ice for me to suck on. Every January when he dug down in the icehouse to bury his crop of new ice, he found old ice underneath. After all, you never wanted to find yourself all out; some years, there might be hot days even in November when you would require a touch of ice. One long hot autumn he found at the bottom of the icehouse, farther than he ever remembered digging, a small coffin-shaped remnant from times past, ice that might have been five years old, he told me, maybe older.

And my grandfather told me how, in the state of Maine especially, in the old days, sailing ships loaded ice and sawdust in winter and sailed this cargo—transient mineral, annual and reproducible reverse-coal tonnage—down the East Coast to unload its cool for the South, which never otherwise saw a piece of ice: ice by the ton for coastal cities like Charleston, South Carolina. Sometimes they sailed all the way to the West Indies with their perishable glossy cargo: Maine ice for the juleps of Charleston, northern January cooling Jamaica’s rum.

BY TRADITION, the hard snow and heavy cold of January take a vacation for the eldritch out-of-time phenomenon of January thaw. Sometimes the January thaw comes in February, sometimes it never arrives at all, and on the rarest occasions it starts early and lasts all winter. Mostly the January thaw lives up to its name. Some strange day, after a week when we dress in the black of twenty below, we notice that we do not back up to the fire as we change our clothing. Extraordinary. Or at midday we pick up the mail in our shirtsleeves, balmy at forty-two degrees. (It is commonplace to observe that a temperature which felt Arctic late in August feels tropical in mid-January.) Icicles drip, snow slides off the south roof in midday sun, and mud takes over the driveway. Snow melts deeply away from clapboard and poly. Or the January thaw comes with warm rain (“If this was snow we’d have twelve feet . . .”), and if warm rain pours for three January days, as I have known it to do, Ragged’s melt floods our driveway, snow vanishes from all hayfields, and water drowns the black ice of Eagle Pond. Our small universe confuses itself with false spring. Bears wake perplexed and wander looking for deer corpses or compost heaps, thinking that it’s time to get on with it. I remember fetching the newspaper one morning at five-thirty (I pick up the Globe outside a store that does not open for customers, slugabeds, until six o’clock) on the third day of a warm rain. Chugging through deep mud in my outboard Nissan, I pulled up at the wet porch to see a huge white cat rooting about in perennials beside the walk, a white pussycat with black spots . . . Oh, no. I remained in the front seat quietly reading the paper, careful not to make a startling sound or otherwise appear rude until the skunk wandered away.

Until we replaced rotten sills three years ago, a family of skunks lived in our rootcellar every winter. We never saw them but we found their scat; we found the holes by which they entered and exited. Of course we confirmed their presence by another sense. In the spring they sometimes quarreled, possibly over the correct time and place for love, and we could hear them arguing and discovered that skunks used on each other their special skunk equipment: Once a year in February or March we needed to throw all windows open. On one occasion, Ann Arbor friends visited in March, dear friends notable for an immaculate house in a culture of unspotted houses. When we brought them home with their skis from the airport, we opened the door to discover that our rootcellar family had suffered domestic disagreement. We opened all downstairs windows although it was fifteen below; as we prepared to take our friends up to their bedroom, where the air would be purer, we opened the hallway door to discover a dead rat on the carpet, courtesy of a guardian cat. Welcome to the country.

January thaw is dazzling but it lasts only a moment. If this were January in England we would expect crocuses and snowdrops soon; here we know enough to expect replacement battalions of snow’s troopers following on coldness that freezes the melt, covering it with foot upon foot of furry whiteness and moon-coldness. We return to the satisfactions of winter, maybe even to the deliverance and delirium of a full moon. In New Hampshire the full moon is remarkable all year long because we suffer relatively little from garbage-air and less from background light. The great cloudless night of the full moon is were-wolf time, glory of silver-pale hauntedness whenever it happens but most beautiful in winter. I set the internal alarm, maybe three or four nights in a row, and wander, self-made ghost, through pale rooms in the pewter light while the moon magnifies itself in bright hayfields and reflects upward, a sun from middle earth, onto shadowy low ceilings. High sailing above, higher than it has a right to, bigger, the February full moon, huge disc of cold, rides and slides among tatters of cloud. My breathing speeds, my pulse quickens; for half an hour I wander, pulled like a tide through the still house in the salty half-light, more asleep than awake, asleep not in house or nightshirt but in moon, moon, moon . . . What old animal awakens and stretches inside the marrow of the bones? What howls? What circles, sniffing for prey?
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IT’S NO WINTER without an ice storm. When Robert Frost gazed at bowed-over birch trees and tried to think that boys had bent them playing, he knew better: “Ice-storms do that.” They do that and a lot more, trimming disease and weakness out of the tree—the old tree’s friend, as pneumonia used to be the old man’s. Some of us provide life-support systems for our precious shrubs, boarding them over against the ice, for the ice storm takes the young or unlucky branch or birch as well as the rotten or feeble. One February morning we look out our windows over yards and fields littered with kindling, small twigs and great branches. We look out at a world turned into one diamond, ten thousand carats in the line of sight, twice as many facets. What a dazzle of spinning refracted light, spiderwebs of cold brilliance attacking our eyeballs! All winter we wear sunglasses to drive, more than we do in summer, and never so much as after an ice storm, with its painful glaze reflecting from maple and birch, granite boulder and stonewall, turning electric wires into bright silver filaments. The snow itself takes on a crust of ice, like the finish of a clay pot, that carries our weight and sends us swooping and sliding. It’s worth your life to go for the mail. Until sand and salt redeem the highway, Route 4 is quiet. We cancel the appointment with the dentist, stay home, and marvel at the altered universe, knowing that midday sun will strip ice from tree and roof and restore our ordinary white winter world.

ANOTHER inescapable attribute of winter, increasing in years of affluence, is the ski people, cold counterpart to the summer folks who fill New Hampshire’s Julys and Augusts. Now the roads north from Boston are as dense on a February Friday as they are on a July, and late Sunday afternoon, southbound Interstate 93 backs up miles from the tollbooth. On innumerable Toyotas pairs of skis ride north and south every winter weekend; at Christmas vacation and school holidays every hotel room fills all week with families of flatlanders. They wait in line at the tows, resplendent in the costumes of money, booted and coifed in bright petrochemical armor. They ride, they swoop, they fall, they drink whiskey, and the bonesetter takes no holiday on a New Hampshire February weekend, and the renter of crutches earns time and a half. Now that cross-country rivals downhill, the ski people grow older and more various. Tourism, which rivals the yard sale as the major North Country industry, brings Massachusetts and New York money to fatten purses in the cold country. In the fashionable areas—much of Vermont and Waterville Valley in New Hampshire’s White Mountains—restaurants and boutiques, cute-shops and quiche-cafés buzz like winter’s blackflies.

Few natives ski, though some have always done, and in our attic there are wide heavy wooden skis from the time of the Great War on which my mother and her sisters traipsed all winter, largely doing cross-country but perfectly willing to slide down a hill. Old-timers remember the horse-as-ski-tow, pulling adventurers uphill.

The motorcycle roar of snowmachines, from a distance indistinguishable from chainsaws, interrupts the downy quiet of midweek evenings, as kids roar along disused railroad tracks and over the surface of frozen lakes. Older folks, men mostly, park their bobhouses on frozen winter lakes, saw holes through the ice, light a fire, warm themselves with a pint of whiskey, and fish for the wormless perch of winter. Like deer hunting in November, this fishing is not mere sport; it fills the freezers of shacks, trailers, and extended farmhouses. On Eagle Pond we count six or a dozen bobhouses each winter, laboriously transported by pickup and slipped across the ice to a lucky spot.

After the labor of cordwood and ice in the old days, as the winter ended, followed the great chore of maplesugaring. It still arrives, though without so much labor. Usually it comes in one stretch of March, but on occasion the conditions for sap turn right for two weeks in February, go wrong for twenty days, then right themselves again—a split season for sugaring. Right conditions are warm days when snow melts followed by cold nights when it freezes.

Nowadays people suction sap from the sugarbush with miles of plastic tubing. In the old time, syrupers pounded the spigot into the tree—several of them in a good-sized three-hundred-year-old maple—and hung a bucket from each for the sap to drip into. My grandfather trudged from tree to tree every day, wearing a wooden yoke across his shoulders; long pails hung from the ends of it, narrow on top and wide on bottom, for collecting sap from each bucket. He emptied these yoke pails into a great receptacle sledged by an ox—oxen were especially useful in the winter, slow but unbothered by snow—and when he filled this great sledge kettle, his ox pulled it to a funnel and pipe whence the sap flowed downhill to a storage tank behind the saphouse. Gathering sap was a third of the work, or maybe a quarter. There was cordwood to cut, to burn under the trays boiling the sap down. Someone tended the fire day and night, watched and tested the sap on its delicate journey to syrup. In 1913 my grandfather corked five hundred gallons at a dollar a gallon, big money in 1913, with the help of his father-in-law Ben Keneston, cousin Freeman, and Anson the hired man. Remember that it takes about forty gallons of sap, boiled down, to make a gallon of syrup.

Not only the cash was sweet. To maple syrup and maple sugar my grandfather and grandmother added honey from the beehive beside the barn and the hollyhocks; they grew and produced their own sweetening. But big money from syrup bought land and paid taxes. Often their tax was little or nothing, for in the old days many farmers paid their taxes by doing road work—scraping and rolling the dirt roads, filling in with hardpan, and in winter rolling down the snow of the road to make it fit for the runners of sleighs, taking on a mile of Wilmot’s Grafton Turnpike.

MARCH WAS ALWAYS the month for blizzards. Still is. It is the time when we all tell ourselves: We’ve had enough of winter. Old folks come back from Florida and Hilton Head; younger ones, fed up, head off for a week where the weather performs like May or June in New Hampshire. Every morning the Globe measures a word from Florida: baseball . . . In New Hampshire, tantalizing melt is overwhelmed by four feet of snow, drifts to twelve feet . . . We comfort each other, when we use the form of complaint for our boasting, that even if we lost the old outhouse yesterday or the ’53 Buick that the chickens use for summer roosting, what comes quick in March goes quick in March, and three or four days from now it’ll melt to reveal the lost Atlantis of the family barnyard. Then three or four days later we wake to another four feet.

In the 1940s, the old people still bragged about the great blizzard of ’88. My Connecticut grandfather and my New Hampshire one, who shared little, shared the blizzard of ’88: a great watershed for bragging or for telling lies about. And I still ask old people what they remember that their old people told them about ’88, much as the ’88ers themselves asked their old-timers about the Poverty Year of 1816. Paul Fenton told me a story he heard as a boy, not about ’88 but just about “the big snows we used to have back in the old days.” It seems that a bunch went out after a heavy snow, dragging the roads with the help of oxen so that people could use their sleighs and sledges, when one of the oxen slipped and got stuck, couldn’t move at all, got a hoof caught in something . . . Well, they dug down, dug around, trying to free the ox’s hoof, and what do you know . . . That ox had stuck its foot into a chimney!

Now, the blue snow of 1933 is not a lie. I am sure of it because of the way Ansel Powers tells me about it, because his wife Edna confirms it, because Les Ford from Potter Place, who has never been known to collaborate on a story, remembers it just as well and tells the same stories. It may be hard to believe, but it was blue. You stuck a shovel in it and it was blue, blue as that sky, blue as a bachelor’s button. It fell in April, a late snow, and it fell fast. Les remembers that he’d been to a dance at Danbury, and when he went to bed at midnight, the sky was clear and full of stars; when he woke up in the morning, there it was. The snowplows were disassembled for summer; the road agent had to start up the old dozer and go patrol the road with it to clear a way for Model T’s—and a few shiny Model A’s. Sam Duby, the same blacksmith who made the first snowplows in Andover, woke up at two or three in the morning and had to do something, you know. Well, the outhouse was across the road in the barn and he went out to the end of the porch and it was snowing to beat the band and he just dropped a load right there . . . He’s the only one who saw it snow; the rest of us went to bed under stars, woke up to the sun shining on three feet of blue snow.

In The Voyage of the Beagle Charles Darwin wrote about finding red snow, Protococcus nivalis, on the Peuquenes Ridge in Chile in 1835. “A little rubbed on paper gives it a faint rose tinge mingled with a little brick-red.” When he examined it later, Darwin found “microscopical plants.” As far as I know, no one took our blue snow into a laboratory.

Of course it snows in April every year, most often white, but you cannot call it winter anymore. Snow sticks around, in the north shade, most years until early in May, but it is ragged and dirty stuff, and we overlook it as we gaze in hopeful amazement at this year’s crop of daffodils. Every year the earlier daffodils fill with snow, bright yellow spilling out white crystals, outraged optimism overcome by fact, emblem of corny desolation. And the worst storm I have driven through, after ten New Hampshire winters, occurred a few years back on the ninth day of May.

But annual aberration aside, March is the end of winter, and the transition to spring is April’s melt. One year not long ago we had an open winter, with very little snow, no snow we all said; we exaggerated a little, for we had an inch here and an inch there. The winter was not only dry but mild, which was a good thing, for an open winter with cold weather destroys flowers and bushes and even trees, since snow is our great insulator. As it was, in our open winter we suffered one cold patch—twenty below for a week—and in the spring that followed, and in the summer, we discovered winterkill: A few rosebushes and old lilacs, plants and bulbs that had survived for decades, didn’t make it that year. When spring came without a melt, when mild days softened with buttery air and the protected daffodils rose blowing yellow trumpets, we felt uneasy. All of us knew: Lacking the pains of winter, we did not deserve the rapture and the respite of spring.

Our annual melt is the wild, messy, glorious loosening of everything tight. It is gravity’s ecstasy, as water seeks its own level on every level, and the noise of water running fills day and night. Down Ragged Mountain the streams rush, cutting through ice and snow, peeling away winter’s cold layers: rush, trickle, rush. Busy water moves all day and all night, never tired, cutting away the corrupt detritus of winter; fingers of bare earth extend down hillsides; south sides of trees extend bare patches, farther every day; root-pattern rivulets, melting, gather downhill to form brief streams; dirt roads slog and driveways turn swamps.

Then it dries; last snow melts; trees bud green; soft air turns. Who can believe in winter now?

All of us. We know that winter has only retreated, waiting. When the bear comes out of its winter sleep, winter itself goes into hibernation, sleeping off the balmy months of peeper-sing until the red leaf wakes it again and the white season returns with the New Hampshire winter by which we know ourselves.
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Spring
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SPRING is the least of our seasons, and it has built no constituency in New Hampshire. Our countryside attracts leaf people in autumn who gape with good reason at the fauve hillsides; winter’s skiers who drive north from Boston, skis atop Audis, and whole families over Christmas and schoolbreaks who break rich ankles; uncountable summer people who laze a permitted annual dally on the shore or in sailboats or simply in sun and play bridge at night by the light of state-liquor-store gin. But New Hampshire’s spring people distinguish themselves by nonexistence. In April our restaurants and motels close for the month as weary industrialists of tourism take holiday in Carolina, Georgia, or Florida. For motelers and maitre d’s, spring floats a brief intermission between the anxieties of ski time, when everything glides on the temperature, and the certain labors of long summer. Real spring people, often identical to our own summer people, gather at Hilton Head or sniff the sweet air of Savannah. Spring is long, tender, and luxurious in the Southeast, where the crocus shoves up its head in January and the flowering shrubs, like rhododendrons at the Masters in Augusta, waft rich odoriferous air through the warm nights.

Of the world’s seasons spring has the best press. Where are the songs of spring? Everyplace. It is when the voice of the turtle is heard in the land. A later poet told how a young man’s fancy lightly turned; another called April the cruelest month; another claimed always to mourn with ever-returning spring; still another, resident of Italy, protested, “Oh, to be in England now that April’s there.”

Now, I have never spent a whole spring in Carolina or Georgia, only flown in for a brief hallucinatory visit from chill muddy April or pestiferous May to hover a moment in the saccharine air of Milledgeville, Macon, or Charlotte. But in England I have spent four springs; I count them as a miser counts gold: two at Oxford, two in a village called Thaxted, not far from Cambridge. In England sometimes a January day can be purest spring: warm, muddy, lazy, sunny, with crocuses starting up. Correspondingly, in weird Albion, a gale always whoops out of the northeast early in August after a warmish week, gritty wind thrashes rain through the Doctor’s Garden Fete, and somebody says, “It was rather a short summer but quite a nice one . . .”

But in England April, May, and early June are lemony days of velvet-green grass in the Fellows’ Garden with bowls and croquet; evenings lengthening like the promise of an afterlife; balls at the colleges that end with a group photograph in the quadrangle at six in pale dawn; ten million daffodils by the Cam at the backs of the Cambridge colleges; and at Oxford the year’s climax is Eights Week, early in June. The eights are crews competing on the Isis, but never mind. Pubs stay open, girls bloom into English roses, promise
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