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  IT WASN’T geography that made my town. The geography may have made the people, but the people gave us the peculiar and distinct advantages that made my town one of the best in the State of Maine for growing-up purposes. If I tell you we had a mailman who was a spiritualist, you may not need too much additional proof. He used to stop with a letter and go into a trance and tell you what was in it. Then you’d open it up, and find that he was right. We used to read jokes about mailmen in other places who read the postcards, but that was nothing. Merle Blake knew everything, and quietly admitted it. He did, too. So we had a large assortment of folks in our town, and although all towns have their characters, no town ever had as many as we did, or such fine ones. With the perspective of later years, I know now that everybody in our town was a character—and that the town was what made character, and I know the town made mine. Whatever it may be, the town made it. All I am or ever hope to be I owe to my mother’s bringing me up in that small Maine town, because growing to a man there gave me the priceless things that universities don’t sell, and other people don’t know.


  This town taught me to walk the dusty roads barefoot and find the flowers and berries and quick-water trout. It taught me when to say what to whom, and when to keep quiet. It taught me, I suppose, all I know or ever will know—and it taught me the joy and peace and satisfaction that come to a man who knows the people around him and knows them well. Knows their whimsey and their weaknesses, their strong points and their purposes. And knows it all as a gradual absorption that came along with growing up, and was the background of everything that came later. In a small Maine town the boy has a chance.


  Recollection doesn’t add a thing to my town. I saw it back in the days of dirt roads, and I can see it now with the black highways running through it to the resorts. The beauty was there then, and is there now. The living has changed, but mostly because I have changed. Children still grow up there, and jump into Tooker’s Brook when the days are hot, and skate on Scott’s Pond when they are not, and I imagine they have the same things to learn that I did. And just as nice people to learn them from. I have seen boyhood sunrises when the ocean dripped back off the sun and all the world was bloodred with a coming storm, and I have seen them since a hundred times and they never change.


  There is the town today as it was then, mostly one and the same. The little harbor, where a navy not only could lay in but in 1812 had done so, has a couple of fingering points that reach out toward the dawn, and then a broken reef of small islands that seem to dot the points and make exclamation about the loveliness of the ocean. The old seafaring days had gone in my time, but once that harbor had sent fleets to every port. The town had moved inland a little since the days of sail, and a railroad had been built. Mills were built and the people learned trades and how to run machines. The highlanders, as Maine coastal people still call those who plow and keep store and run machines, all had so much of the ocean in them that the term was absurd. Sons whose fathers had skippered in the China Trade were growing potatoes and corn, but they could rig a vessel too, and many of them kept up their papers as master mariners of wind and steam in all waters as a token of what had sired them. The last of the sea captains were living out their lives in retired and story-telling ease, and I knew them all. We had men in our town who had been born in the rolling cabins of real Yankee ships. I went to school with Sol Gorman, whose middle name was Islands, and you can guess where a high-pooped old three-master had laid to while Mrs. Gorman had her seventh baby. Attics in my town had trunks in them filled with curiosities from all over the world, and a costume party at school was a most wonderful congregation of the races never beheld elsewhere under one roof. We had that kind of people, coming down from the previous generation, and we also had the stay-at-homes—the highlanders who didn’t happen to go to sea. They might have, you know, but they didn’t. My own family never had a mariner, but had been farmers and prospectors and pioneers and builders of railroads and all such land-bound things. I had no paisley shawls from far places, or tinkling bells from Oriental pagodas, or sets of sheer “chiny” that had been wedding presents from over the ocean. I did have a Sioux warclub, and a real Queen’s Arm from the battle of Quebec, and the skull of an Indian who once lived in the Bad Lands, and a real gold nugget from the Klondike, and many a story of the westward course of empire—so I made out in juvenile competition, and at times my highlander trinkets outshone the more common novelties from seafaring.


  Our town also had people in it who had never been anywhere. But they knew about the far places, and it was always understood that they remained at home from choice, and not because opportunity was lacking. In my town a man did as he’d a mind to, and it was all right with everybody. He might have gone. The woods of the state and the fields of grain and potatoes gave them a special kind of solidity, and nobody ever hung his head when exploits came up for consideration. Our farmers were just as cosmopolitan as their brothers and uncles and sons who had been to Bangkok and Calcutta, and their contributions to life in the town were just as valid. And for boys growing up, just as entertaining and instructive. Making maple syrup or Golden Russet cider was an art, too, and not one you perfected in the rigging of a brig three days down from Valparaiso.


  The beauty of it was that in my time all these varied things had come together in the people, and the town had settled into a new kind of pattern that historians of New England have dismissed casually as the seedy period. Probably they are right—but we folks think going to seed can be a sedate accomplishment that all other activities of nature lead up to. Anybody knows that September is the prettiest month of the year, unless it’s October, and then the warm afternoon suns help you bask and reflect, and as fullness comes to the labors of the season you can look and see that it is good. I suppose all knowledge had come to a focus in my town in my time, and if anything was worth knowing, somebody there knew it. We may have gone to seed, but things were far from in bad shape. We had good things to eat and amusing things to do, and extra-fine people to be with. There never was a time when towns in Maine were less concerned about other towns and other places and what other people said and did. It was as if the traveler had come home, and the tired workman had put his feet up on the shelf of the kitchen stove, and knowing all things from all places, well-to-do and satisfied, had drawn his rocker a hitch closer to sit a spell. There were grandsons and nephews to gather around and listen, and much advice to be given out about the whole broad world and the futility of it. It was story time, sort of, and the stories we heard from Cap’n Ezekiel and Cap’n Ben were as nothing to the full-time stories we worked out ourselves as we grew up in such a town. We lived stories, too, and took part as this settled-down community fulfilled its happy destiny of being a small Maine town with a busy past, a contented present—and possibly a future.


  We had the big old homes with widows’ walks—homes built by shipwrights as they waited for the laying of another keel. There were snuggling farm stands. And the new mills had put up factory houses, all alike and painted from the same can, for the workers to buy out of payrolls. I guess we had about everything, and Maine was like that then. No matter what you wanted to do or know, there was somebody in town to turn to. We had a man who had driven a mule team in Death Valley, and a woman who swallowed swords in a circus. Her little boy used to bring the swords to school to show on Friday afternoons, and once this man had demonstrated his art when the Twenty-Mule Team Borax display came through to advertise. Everybody saw him make the long turn off Main street onto School street, and he was good. We could all see that driving a thing like that wasn’t easy. We had professional story tellers in town, too, and one of them was a specialist on tales of the African jungles. He’d been there, too—but we didn’t think anything of that. I don’t believe there was much of anything anywhere that our town couldn’t duplicate—or come close to. And usually surpass. All of this, naturally, was available to a growing boy on an intimate basis—there wasn’t a soul in this whole magnificent set-up that I didn’t know and couldn’t speak to whenever I wanted. Not just that much, either, because I knew these people to the depths of their most intimate natures. It was the small town way. Cap’n Jim Babcock’s wife wore longlegged men’s underwear, and everybody knew it. “If they’re too big, Annie can wear ’em,” he said whenever he bought new underwear at the store, and sometimes they were too big. Besides, they hung on the washline once a week, and we could see that they were too big for the skipper. More than that, she and the skipper admitted it. Sam Treanor never smoked White Owl cigars, and we all knew that.


  We knew Cap’n Jim Babcock didn’t speak to his wife, either. She made him mad once, long ago, and he just stopped. She knew why, and there wasn’t much she could do about it. Cap’n Jim would sit in his chair most lonesome, but stubborn, and it got to be a habit for everybody to send salesmen up to see Cap’n Jim. He had so much sales resistance he didn’t even buy things he wanted, but it gave him somebody to talk to and whiled away many a lonesome afternoon. Usually the salesman was selling something a woman would like to have in the house, and while Cap’n Jim was having a demonstration, his wife would flit around looking as if she wanted one. But he never bought anything, and the whole thing worked out well because it spared the rest of the town the job of getting rid of a salesman. Ours was a time when people still did their shopping in stores, and did it in the stores in town, too. Those things register with you, can’t help it, and so I grew up.


  This Cap’n Jim was also the best school teacher I ever had. I told him once I was having trouble with arithmetic, and he said that was a notion. I used to take my book in after school and he’d help me with the examples. The book would say, “If A can dig a ditch in twelve hours, and B can do it in seven, how long will it take to dig a ditch if A does half and B does half,” or something like that. Cap’n Jim would light his pipe and say, “You never heard of the Patricia Mae, she was lost before your time. Built here, she was, a light ship, but handy, and fast. I set a couple of records with her—one of them the Boston to Portland run. I didn’t have a sail up, but we got caught in a September hurricane just out of the Boston harbor tide, and we went by Two Lights the next morning fast enough so I thought we were going right on up to Cupsuptic to shoot a deer. But the wind died, and we stood there thinking it hadn’t taken very long to spend a night, and we set a record that warn’t beat in my time. Well, I was in Galveston once with the Patsy-Mae, and we had a mate name of Gilligan who didn’t have any more Irish in him than a Poland brood sow. He was probably named Faldetti or Ferazzo or something, but he took on Gilligan to keep out of trouble. He’d seen trouble, though, plenty of it, because he only had one eye, and that half buttoned up, and his arm on one, side was crooked as a scythe snath. So this fellow come aboard one night with a big box, and he got a can of paint and wrote ‘dynamite’ on it and put it behind the galley stove and told nobody not to touch it. So we started off, Liverpool being our destination, and . . .”

  
  These stories of Cap’n Jim would take the time between school-out and supper, and the upshot of each story was that the school book . problem got translated into story-telling terms without changing the basic problem of the example. What we need in our schools today is a teacher who can change “Mr. A” into a one-eyed Italian cripple named Gilligan who kept a box of dynamite under a cook-stove. Then Cap’n Jim would snap a question at me that involved the price of Galveston cotton in Liverpool, and I’d give him that answer. Then it would develop that my answer was also the answer to the problem in the book, and I would go home to supper. I could change dollars into pounds, shillings and pence long before my class got into decimals-but not for my teacher. Only for Cap’n Jim. And myself. The teacher always thought I was slow at arithmetic and used to write notes home about it. My mother sometimes urged me to greater exertion, but Cap’n Jim said to never mind, that teachers didn’t know everything—if they did they’d be making twice as much money at something a lot more pleasant to do.


  So it wasn’t the geography that made my town. Maine has reverted largely to geography since the tourist era, and fine scenery has a new value. We had fine scenery in my town, and they still have it, but we had the people, too. It’s people who count. You’ll find that the brooks of Maine still have some nice trout in them—but Bill Damon isn’t around any more to teach you to fish them. In my time Bill Damon was not only around, but was always available. Bill was a fellow who was always either going fishing, or getting ready, and he liked company. Our town was full of people like him who had ample time to spend with anybody who happened along. So it isn’t the geography I’m thinking about.
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  THIS is all an I Remember story, and my mother says I have too good a memory. I remember, for instance, when one of the points that ran out into our little harbor was just the back pasture of Frank Blaisdell’s farm. Pastures, in Maine, have never been noted for fertility and productivity. The modern dairy specialists who advocate cultivation of pastures don’t mean Maine pastures. A Maine pasture is rocks, juniper bushes, and berries. It is wild roses and sweet fern. It sometimes has grass in it, although that is not an essential quality. Maine cows are noted for their gastronomic versatility, and their owners have always felt that when they get hungry enough they’ll eat anything, a feeling that many generations of farming have proved to be almost true.

  
  So Frank Blaisdell’s pasture was just an ordinary pasture in all respects except the blackcap raspberries. It was covered with blackcaps too, and there isn’t anything any nicer for jam. Ours was a blackcap town, and every summer we’d go down by the dozens and pick the blackcaps where they’d ripened in the hot tidal sun. We had blueberries and island cranberries, and everything else, but these blackcaps had something special about them, and became a town tradition. There was the sweetness of seaside dews in them, and something of the salt from the ocean, and the soft sheen of rich black that made a pailful of them look like something Aladdin’s djinn had djumped ten thousand miles to fetch. Some of us took a skiff and rowed across the harbor to spend a day, picnic and all, filling our milk pails. We’d have all we could eat for supper at home, and while Father and we children sat around and felt good about everything, Mother stewed up the rest and sealed them in pint jars for winter. A winter breakfast with wild blackcap jam on hot sal’ratus biscuits was one of the privileges of living at our house, and is an advantage I’m glad for. I never had a shiny new bicycle, and I’ve never had bank deposits. But I’ve had blackcap jam on hot biscuits, and my boyhood was rich. Frank Blaisdell used to come down and pick with us, too. He never said anything about picking his blackcaps. Wild raspberries may not have a legalized status, or they may have—but we knew they were in the public domain, and so did Frank.


  So what happened? One day a rich New Yorker came to our town, one of the early crop of vacationists, and he bought the whole point. Paid a good price, Frank said, and then he put a fence around it. Woven wire with metal posts. Cost a fortune. He not only fenced people out across the neck, but he fenced himself in around the water. Did it up right. People around town were interested, but they didn’t mind, because we understood how it is with people who never had ownership of land in their backgrounds. The poor man had a deep sense of possession. He’d slaved away a whole lifetime at something he hated, so he could retire to Maine and own some land, and when he got it he naturally put up a fence so he could walk around and see just what was his. People in our town wouldn’t have done anything like that, themselves. But they could see how it was. Our people have always been land poor. That’s an expression. You’re land poor when you’ve got more land than you can work. A fence, to us, was something you put up to keep your cows in, or to keep other cows out, and it was hardly ever looked upon as a barrier. We never had a line fence spat that I remember, except the time Elliott Dineen found old Charlie Dennison had set a fence about fifteen feet over the line. Charlie didn’t know Elliott cared, it just so happened that it was easier to put the fence where it was, than where it should be. So Charlie went over with a crowbar, and he said to Elliott, “You take this, and you put it where you please, and we’ll make that the line—that swamp in there ain’t worth ten cents a county, and you know it as well as I do.” That was the end of that, and the only other fence dispute we ever had was the lingering war between Deacon Justin Maybury and Pushpin Taylor, and that wasn’t really over a fence at all. Deacon came home from prayer meeting a little ahead of time one night, and caught Pushpin climbing out of his bedroom window, at which the deacon’s wife showed a great deal of surprise and dismay. The fence dispute was just an excuse, but the Deacon kept picking on Pushpin after that over the fence, and his wife always attended prayer meeting with him. Otherwise we never had much exhibition of concern over who owned what.


  But after this New Yorker fenced off Blaisdell’s Point, people called it The Bowery. It is a tedious kind of humor, but it hit the nail on the head, and it has been called The Bowery ever since. It shows, I suppose, how a State of Mainer feels about the ownership of real estate. The fence didn’t bother much at first. When the blackcaps were ripe, we went down and climbed over the fence and picked them. There was a big oak tree in one corner, with a limb that hung just so, and we could swing over the fence pails and all. But after a few days the New Yorker put up a sign that said No Trespassing Under Penalty Of The Law, and cut off the limb. Under Maine law, which isn’t altogether satisfactory in all respects, I think you sue for trespass, which is very different from having somebody arrested. Those of us who climbed the fence after that were threatened with arrest. It is a curious thing to be an unfettered Maine boy doing nothing any more wicked than picking yourself a few wild raspberries, and having a deep voice come to you from afar which says, “Get out of there or I’ll call the police!” I’m afraid the New Yorker overestimated our opinion of the police. The only police we knew anything about was Lester Newcomb, and he was only a constable. He also had duties as humane officer, and once in a while spoke to people who abused their animals. As constable of the town, his outstanding act of service was to post the warrants for Town Meeting, and if he ever arrested anybody it happened without my knowing it. We had a deputy sheriff in town, too, but sometimes the older men would dispute amongst themselves as to who it was this year. Anyway, we were greatly puzzled by the state of affairs, and rowed back across the harbor discussing whether or not a man could kick you off his property. It was a strange thing to have happen. We had been evicted from an inalienable right. Mother told me the man was queer, and that took care of the whole thing. After that we only picked blackcaps when he wasn’t around. Otherwise, the blackcaps ripened in the sun as before, but they dropped off the bushes when they were ripe, and the New Yorker walked about his woven wire fence and basked in the importance of ownership.

  
  A few years later this New Yorker felt the road out to his place wasn’t just what he’d like. A thousand years before, the Indians had come across-lots from somewhere up-country, and they had gone out onto The Bowery to eat clams and lobsters. The shell heaps were big. Indian trails are fine if you walk, and accommodate your step beautifully to the lay of the land. But they make poor roads for low-slung vehicles. In the colonial days a few of the bends had been straightened, making it easier to take hides and lumber and crops to the wharf, but for the most part the road to The Bowery was the same road that prevailed when the Paint People first went down there to find food. At just about the time public indignation over the blackcaps was highest, the New Yorker met Arthur Mercennes, our road commissioner, and said he thought it would be nice to have a new road out to the point. Art said it was a splendid idea, that he thought a five- or six-lane job done with solid gold paving blocks and diamond-studded culverts would be a great improvement, and he supposed a good many people would volunteer to work on it for nothing except the glory. One word led to another, and Art finally punched the New Yorker in the nose.


  The New Yorker brought suit, but when he found out so many people were clamoring to be on the jury, he dropped it. Then he made a political issue of it, and began to work hard to get Art beaten the next year at Town Meeting. Art liked that, and said he couldn’t think of anybody he’d rather have opposing him. The New Yorker also put an article in the Town Warrant asking for $5,000 to construct a passable road to his point. Art figured it up, and said that all the money ever spent on that road, including what the Indians did, had been under $700. Art said the proposed road could only serve two possible purposes—either to take people out to the point to see the New Yorker, which nobody would want to do; or bring the New Yorker to town, which he thought was entirely unnecessary. The article in the warrant was dismissed, which means the Town refused to consider it, and Art was reelected by the biggest majority he ever got. I say “majority,” because I have to say something—nobody ever ran against Art, and consequently there wasn’t too much need of voting for him. He would go in if he just voted for himself. But that year everybody voted for him.


  The truth was that Art couldn’t build a road in a sand box. He always said the most important thing for a road commissioner to know was how to get elected. Then he would hire an engineer to do the work. If the engineer didn’t do a good job, Art could fire him, but once Art was elected; it was his show. We always had good roads, except down to The Bowery.


  The next year this New Yorker decided he would offer his services to the Town and be a member of the school board. He said the schools needed improving, and he was willing to give his time. He was particularly fitted for the job, had a good education and had done fine in business. But Art was opposed to it. He said something about people who had lived in town 24 hours trying to run everything. A lot of people said it was too bad not to vote for him, because he was such an able man, but nobody did. In fact, they didn’t get a chance to, because Art Mercennes prevailed on one of our village halfwits to run for the school board, and a contest developed. The question came up—was it worse to defeat a halfwit, or worse to be beaten by one? The New Yorker saw the point, and withdrew. So Art had the halfwit withdraw, and at the last minute he said he would run in the absence of another candidate, and Art was both road commissioner and school committeeman for a long time. The New Yorker has never played a prominent part in local affairs.

  
  Art was one who seldom missed a chance. He died not long ago. Addie Prout met my mother on the street, and Addie said, “Arthur Mercennes died!”

  
  Mother said, “No!”


  Addie said, “Yes, they found him dead in bed.”


  And Mother said, “Whose bed?”


  But it’s funny how those things hold over. In late years a lot of people have built cottages and homes down along the Blaisdell Point road, and some of them are nice people. But the road has never been repaired, and as long as that fence stands around the blackcap raspberries, I doubt if it ever will be. The thing about Art was that he knew what blackcaps meant to our town. Break it down, and he knew what they meant, and mean, to me. He wasn’t just a road commissioner. He was a good old soul who was born and brought up in the house his great-grandfather built, and he lived life as he found it in our town. He knew the town, and he knew all these people in it. And they knew him.


  And I guess that life in a small town like mine has a lot more to do with tide-sweetened blackcap raspberries than it has with reason and logic and persuasion, and things like that. And I think that’s a good idea.
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  THE first game I ever shot was a long-haired pussy cat named Albert, and I got him with a bow and arrow. Boys in my town learned to shoot before they were very old, and it wasn’t always a gun that we preferred. This pussy cat owed his untimely demise to the fact that my uncle had been “out west” when they opened up the country and, I gather, used his key. He made me a bow and taught me to use it, and this was back quite a time before the current sporty interest in archery. The cat was a chicken stealer and a successful minor operation in his youth had produced unusual growth, until he was as big as four cats without counting his long hair. My father saw him climbing over the fence of the chicken pen one day with a recently deceased chicken in his mouth, and my father was awful mad.


  The cat belonged to Mrs. Stevens, the kindly widow of a Captain Stevens who had originally brought the particular strain of Stevens cat to this country from, probably, Persia. Mrs. Stevens had numerous cats, but Albert was most magnificent, and there was nothing else like him anywhere, ever. My father, on successive days, saw Albert going home with other chickens, and he reflected that if this kept up any length of time, our flock of chickens would be extremely small, and Albert might put on so much weight that Mrs. Stevens would hold a grudge against us for over-feeding her Albert. So my father loaded his shotgun and went out and stalked Albert, and presently he was rewarded by the sight of Albert, chick in mouth, climbing the fence post in such a way that he elevated himself directly into the sight of the shotgun. My father was about to salute him when Mrs. Stevens stood up in the bushes down behind her house, where she was picking raspberries, and she called, “Don’t you shoot Albert!”


  Father heard her, and assuming that she meant the particular Albert he was about to shoot, he felt neighborhood harmony would be more salutary if he didn’t squeeze the trigger at that time. He waved the gun around and broke the breech as if he were hefting the gun to see if he liked it, and after Albert had gone home he came in the house and delivered a stirring lecture on the subject of the Widow Stevens and her illegitimate cat. The situation was aggravated by the knowledge that Mrs. Stevens knew her cat was stealing chickens, and that she would not take any steps to keep him home, break him of the habit, or say she was sorry. Sea captains’ widows often were like that. My father figured a day would come when she would be otherwise, and her cat would not. If the chickens held out.


  Coping with Albert gave me an opportunity to acquire skill in the use of the bow. It was not the longbow this time, it was the short buffalo-hunting bow of the Sioux Nation, and my Sioux Shooting Uncle made it from a spruce limb. I think spruce is not often considered ideal bow timber, but there is nothing better. When a long, overhanging spruce limb has died on the tree and has dried hanging up, it has a natural curve in it, and can be tapered off with a small plane and a piece of broken glass. It grows tougher as it gets older. Uncle tapered it, stroking it gently with the broken glass, and meditating as a man will when he is working a piece of good wood. He got down the old spinning wheel, and with some linen ends from the shoe shop he spun a bowstring with great care that I should observe the principle, and know how to make one for myself if necessity arose. Then he made the arrow. It was from a pine boat-board, as straight as any shortest distance between two points, and he fitted one end with a knife blade. I turned the hand emery wheel for him while he shaped it, dipping it into a can of water to keep the temper, and rounding it so both edges were alike and keen as razors. He used gull wingfeathers on the other end, setting them with glue. And this whole industry took only a forenoon and part of the after-dinner, so by evening we were out practicing.


  Uncle had some old playing cards, and he would lay one against the manure pile and I would shoot at it. He showed me how to hold the string, and how to pull. And when I let go, the arrow went into the manure pile and didn’t hurt anything. Uncle would walk over and get the arrow, and bring it back and tell me to try again. It didn’t take long, and although my shooting fingers got sore, the next day found me a reasonably proficient Sioux sannup, and I was clipping the card as often as not. Uncle said that with practice I could hit the card as often as a man with a rifle, at that distance, but I think he was wrong—within two days I could hit it better. And then he pointed out Albert to me, for Albert was coming up over the fence post with another chicken.


  The lethal quality of a bow is scarcely understood by a lot of people. They read of the battles of Agincourt and Hastings, and make historical note of the fact that bows were used, but I think they dismiss them except that they may have a nuisance value. The picture may be changed somewhat since the colleges have permitted young women to major in archery, but in my time I have definitely found a public tendency to dismiss a bow as a plaything. Albert could have said different. Albert was pinned to that post so that he had nothing to do but go around and around like a pinwheel, and while he was doing it my uncle ran up and hit him with a shovel, and I never heard of Albert’s stealing chickens again. The bow, certainly, proved that it can take game without making a loud report, and the kindly Widow Stevens never knew that Albert had been done in. She may have suspected it, but under the law that was her privilege.


After that Uncle made me some blunt arrows to play with, and I kept the sharp one for hunting. It did get some rabbits now and then, and several crows. The blunt arrows would take woodchucks, and we got rafts of them. We used to shoot rats with bows, and we shot at a good many other things. When I exhibited my Indian bow around, some of the boys immediately showed up with other types. One boy had a real English longbow with a plush handle and horn tips for the string. A crossbow came next, and one lad had an uncle whose range of knowledge included a real blowgun with wicked little darts. The darts weren’t sharp, but they had a wallop to them that would make a horse run quite a way, and the boy had his blowgun taken from him when they caught him blowing at passing buggies. Somehow, as we grew up, we were given the idea that weapons were for game, and should never be aimed at anything you didn’t want to hit. We also had skill enough with our various weapons to realize that a weapon will hit what it’s aimed at. None of us ever got shot.


  Later on we all had .22 rifles, and by the time we were in high school we had leave to do some real hunting with deer rifles and shotguns. But Teddy Linell, one of my brave warriors, used to go shooting with his bow when he was a grown man. I have myself, but I didn’t hit anything. He used to get game. When he was in high school he took a rich uncle from the city out after ducks and geese, and the rich uncle thoughtlessly made some joshing remarks about “Locksley,” and the good sheriff of Nottinghamshire, and so on and so forth. But Teddy knew what he was doing. There was a law against shooting geese with a rifle, which is a good law, because usually they will sit on the water just out of reach of double-B’s, and a rifle might carry to them if a good man aimed it. But Teddy’s bow had no legal status under the game laws, even though he could give it rifle fidelity for an amazing distance. He got three geese, each neatly spitted on an arrow, and his uncle didn’t get anything.


  With the bow in my background that way, I’ve often thought Maine should adopt them for all hunting, at least for all rifle hunting. Some effort has been made toward that by archery enthusiasts, but the great intellectuals in our law-making body have ridiculed the idea. I guess none of them ever heard of Agincourt, because they get up and make remarks about cowboys and Indians, and in effect suggest that the archers go home and stop being silly. All I know is that every fall we have a lot of dead men to lug out of the woods, sometimes almost as many as we have deer, and I think I would rather play cowboy and Indian than be sent home to a sorrowing widow. I imagine the people who sell firearms and ammunition are opposed to the idea, and some of the legislators may have been in contact with them, but in any event, bows don’t enjoy legislative approval. A bow will perforate a Montgomery-Ward catalog from quite a distance, and shouldn’t restrict the gunner as much as he imagines. He would have to learn to use it, though. This would hamper him, because he can go shooting deer with a rifle now without being obliged to know how to use it. A gun has a way of going off by itself, something a bow doesn’t do because of its nature. Sometimes a man with an automatic rifle will stand in a palsied trance and shoot the chamber empty at his own mother and not know he did it. Mothers have a way of looking like a deer to a lot of stalwart hunters who have matriculated with the very best sporting goods stores, and been graduated summa cum laude in a red hat. I think a bow in their hands would be a great social improvement. And on top of everything else, it would make the fall woods a good deal quieter, and we wouldn’t have to listen to the present bombardment.

  
  Weapons, however, were not a primary matter. We took them to the woods with us, but the important thing was that we went to the woods. We went to the woods in all weather and all seasons, and there wasn’t much we didn’t know about them. The woods of Maine are a fine thing to have in your background, and although our boyhood in them was fun, there were plenty of grim realities that pointed up our play into great educational advantages.


  One of the grimmest of realities came one day when my particular crowd of scouts invited a very ladylike playmate to go on a trip with us. He had never joined in our kind of play, partly because his mother was a dressmaker and his father had gone away to be alone, and the boy didn’t have a very good bringing up. He was a sissy. We all felt sorry for him, we really did, and we tried to find some way to fit him in. We asked him to go, and while we packed the sacks he was sent to the store to buy the steak. We pooled our funds, and Patsy, as we called him, was to make the purchase. He came back from the store shortly, and we stuck the bundle in a packsack, and away we went o’er hill and dale and came presently to our spring of water and our campsite. It was just dusk, we were miles from home, and supper sounded like a magnificent idea. We got the bed of coals ready, and unwrapped the steak.


  Well, Patsy hadn’t bought steak. He had bought a bag of dates and figs. I think it is understandable. I guess that his diet had never included dates and figs, and he had always wanted some. Having funds at hand, and seeing dates and figs available, he had yielded to an urge. And not knowing much about long treks through the hunger-charging wilderness, he hadn’t realized how inappropriate dates and figs would look at supper time. The moment was indeed grim, and we Daniel Boones stared down at the opened bag. Give us credit, though, we were gentlemen. We excused ourselves, and said none of us cared for fruit, and we ate the fried potatoes and drank the fragrant nectar of the coffee bean, and chewed on our biscuits, and allowed Patsy to eat his fill of dates and figs. Then we laid down upon our fir beds and nursed our consuming hunger all night, and got up and went home. Patsy complained during the night of gastronomic inquietude, but he was all right by daylight, and we always looked at our groceries before we started out on subsequent trips.


  There were, though, moments that seemed less grim, but might have been worse. One time a half dozen of us crept from a watery grave when a raft tipped up, and all of us had dry matches for a fire. My training never included the ability to rub sticks together to make flame. It was considered much more satisfactory to strike a match. Our training called for keeping the matches dry. We had glass bottles stoppered with sealing wax, and we had matches dipped in wax. We learned to put the matches in the bottle head first, so we could get them out with wet fingers and still have them light. We were taught that a damp match would light if you rubbed it first in your hair. And we knew how to get kindlings when it had been raining for days. We could go into the woods wet and come out dry, and sometimes did. It is a fine thing to know that you can set up a camp, make a fire, cook a supper, and sleep dry as a bone while a rainstorm is raging and the woods are dripping the way they drip on a stormy night.


  The Maine woods have no animals or reptiles that will hurt you. All the time I’ve lived in Maine, I’ve never seen a bear in the woods, and very few people have. I’ve seen them in traps, ready to be taken, and I’ve seen them hanging with one foot badly mangled while some mighty hunter related how many shots it took to get him. The bear is nocturnal in habit, and very shy. He will put up a scrap if cornered, but so will a house mouse. A black bear is seldom cornered except by accident, and it is fear that throws him into gear. He can outrun almost anything, and if you let him alone he will disappear before your eyes. He usually disappears before anybody sees him, and I imagine the only times hunters really come upon them with opportunity to shoot is when the bear is busy eating, or sometimes when the hungry bear is sneaking up on your bacon and butter in camp, and you snap a flashlight to see what that noise is. A porcupine will make the same noise, and upon running away will make a good deal more than a pear. I suspect many a bear that got away was really a porcupine. Aside from a bear, there isn’t anything I know of in the Maine woods that will cause alarm, not counting the man-eating trout of Gogalog Bog, who wear neckties and play the banjo, and always tip their hats before they chase you. I have never seen one myself, but many people have, and Jim Berry said when he climbed a tree they jumped up and down on the ground snapping at his heels. At least we boys never saw anything to frighten us, and we certainly gave the woods every chance to do so.


  The only real danger in the woods, and I imagine this goes for woods anywhere, is the fear that is said to come over people who get lost. I never got lost, and I’ve never known anybody except babies who did, so I don’t know, but certainly the things some lost hunters do show they are beset with an intense and reason-killing fear. They run wildly through the trees at night and shout and waste their strength. Our older folks taught us there was one and only one remedy for getting lost. It was to find a rock or a stump or a log, and sit down on it and stay there. Sometimes staying there would gradually restore faith in your own ability, and you’d get up and go home. But if you were really lost, you would be there, and would be alive and well when people came to find you. Some of the modem sportsmen have signals they perform with their rifles if they get lost, but our training called for a simpler signal that can be used by people without guns. It was to get a stick, which can always be found somewhere in the woods, and to take it up and pound the be-jabbers out of a tree. This makes quite a racket, and can be heard by searchers, and doesn’t call for loud shouting. Loud shouting tends to increase your fear, they say, because it comes back at you and makes you lonely. Besides, belting a tree with a stick amuses you, because you can see how much bark you are pounding off, and it also gives you warming exercise if the night be cold. I never did it, so I don’t know, but I do know that any of my crowd would do it rather than spend the night wandering and running. You can’t always tell, of course, what a person will do when the emergency finally comes, but at least our folks tried to give us a good grounding, and after that it was up to us.

  
  Once in one of our projects, we decided to see how long it would take to make a shellheap. We learned, that way, how to cook seaside picnics, and that was one thing, but we also learned it takes a long time to make a shellheap. The end of the point, where the Indians had dumped clams all those years, attracted us—first, we dug out relics. We had some good ones. I still have some arrow heads around. Once a professor came and asked us to show him our relics, and we did, and then he asked us where we got them. We led him quite a chase before he tumbled that we were protecting our secret. But we did hold regular clambakes, by appointment, at the same place for several summers, and we dumped our picnic stuff always in the same spot so we could see how big the pile got. The foxes and skunks raked it over between picnics, and after a while we concluded that shellheaps take more time than we’d ever have. A few years ago I went back to the place, and there was no remnant of our feasts. Whatever we contributed to the ageless history of clambakes had mingled with the eons past. Perhaps in eons yet to come, long after our coastal shelf has gone beneath the waves and risen again, some peering professor will comb the heap, and if he finds a broken mustard jar, that will be me. What he won’t find is the pleasure and satisfaction that we had, as boys, squatting there by the tide pursuing our scientific research. He won’t know how much it meant to us as we arose, glutted, and made our ways out into the world. I never go by an expensive city playground, but I feel sorry for the children who can’t explore shellheaps.


  We changed with the seasons. In the fall we trapped skunks. Once I caught one under the banking boards on the back of the house, right under Mother’s pantry window, and Mother was not inclined to hilarity. She moved to the parlor
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