


 1 Longwinded Introduction


  When Sim Turner came into the house for noonin’ that day, his wife was standing by the cookstove ready to dish up the beans, and she said, “Ted Hunter called.” Sim went to the sink, soaped his hands, and began to wash up. Thinking he hadn’t heard her, she said again, “Ted Hunter called!” Sim turned to say, “Did he call twice?”


  So there was this other day when I came in and my wife said, “A man from the telephone company called.” This seemed to me to be a statement worth meditation. Why shouldn’t a man from the telephone company call? On the other hand, why didn’t he send a messenger on horseback? My wife, who knows the Ted Hunter story from away back, and is also accustomed to me, saw my hesitation and said, “He just called once.”


  “What-d he want?” I asked.


  “Said they wanted permission to cut some bushes—the new neighbor wants a telephone. I told him to call again at twelve-fifteen.”


  He didn’t call again.


  Then I fell to wondering about this request to cut bushes. Since when did the telephone company come around and ask permission? Everybody knows that if God was standing in the way, They’d shove Him aside and cut. Eminent domain stuff. Seems odd. But he didn’t call again, anyway.


  My greatest asset has been people. They’ve been my success and I love ’em all. I was still in high school when I learned the value of everybody, and people are the best friends I’ve had. I was in high school when I began writing the weekly page from the town of Freeport for the Brunswick Record, Mr. Tobey, the editor, told me, “I want to know what happens, and I want to know who did it.” He was a wise editor. Names are news and will sell papers. I began dealing in Freeport names—people—until Mr. Tobey was sending me as much as seven dollars a week. That was a lot of money in 1924, and utter prosperity for a boy still in school. By the time I was ready for college I had added other papers to my string, and editors in Boston and New York would send me more money for one story than Mr. Tobey paid me for running all over Freeport. I learned that names—people—are even more important than news. Well, I’d do an item that Mr. and Mrs. Perley Fickett took supper Tuesday at the Falmouth Hotel in Portland. This was news. But sometimes Mr. and Mrs. Perley Fickett didn’t do anything that could be called news, and then I would write, “Mr. and Mrs. Perley Fickett stayed home Saturday evening and had popcorn.” This was not news, but it sold the paper. Mr. Nichols, who owned the Brunswick Record, used to wag his head and say, “The Record makes money in spite of us!” Mr. Tobey would smile. Years after my apprenticeship with the Record, a New York Times review of my book said, “He writes about Maine.” Not so; I write about Maine people. I owe them everything. I’d be a pauper today if ’twarn’t for folks like Ted Hunter. I love them all. Perhaps I have a knack with them.


  Some say it isn’t easy. When we came to our retirement years and decided to live by tidewater in the lobster-fishing town of Friendship, any number of people told me I would always be a highlander. Coastal folks are clannish and standoffish, I was told, and I’d always be “from away.” They were wrong. I think back on the first true Friendshippers I came to know. I started with Carlton Simmons, who was the postmaster, and anybody who ever smelled printer’s ink knows a postmaster is the place to start. Carlton was building a sloop, so I asked him about alum-beryard where I could buy stock for my woodworking. Carlton told me not only where to go, but where not to go—information to be appreciated. Next, I shook hands with Harold Jameson, lobsterman, who wanted to know if I was “down for the summuh?” Harold still asks me that every time we meet. Harold also asked me if I’d like to go haul? Until he sold his boat and retired, I would go down the bay with him a couple of times a summer to watch him handle his traps. The first time we went, we left Friendship harbor before daylight, and were below McGee Island when the sun came up and dripped great globs of red back into the ocean. There was never a more beautiful morning, and I remember it and think about all the unfortunate people in this world who have never been invited to go haul by a friendly Friendship fisherman who is a good friend. Then I met Virgil Richards, who calls Harold “Cappy.” Virgil asked us to go “pleasurin’” down to one of the islands for a Sunday picnic, and he’d “save out” a pail of shedders. Otter Island, he said, made a good place.


  When I met Stanley Simmons, I asked him, “Do you think they’ll have it?” Stanley said, “Oh, yes—they come not ten minutes ago and borrowed ten fathom of rope.” None of my highlander cronies had done better with a “have-it” answer in fifty years—no wonder I cherish Stanley and the friendship that came with him. Then I got acquainted with Tom Delano.


  Tom, lobsterman all his years, had just had a bit of luck. He was hauling, and when he rove his warp through the snatch-block his boat was drawn right down by the side. He was “hung down” for fair, and whatever was afoul of his gear wasn’t about to be started. He hailed another lobsterman, and even two “wenches” couldn’t budge the line. Then something let go, and they found a seven-hundred-pound bluefin tuna had somehow become snagged in Tom’s line and had done what no fish should ever do—had drowned. They boated the fish and at the Friendship wharf Virgil Richards dressed it for market. Then Tom took it in his pick-up truck to Rockland and got a pretty penny from the Jordan Fish Market.


  When he got home he told his wife about this good fortune, and she said, “Didn’t you bring none home? I’d just love to stick a tooth into a good piece of fresh tunny!”


  Tom hadn’t thought about that, so he drove back to Rockland and told them at Jordan’s Market that he was back to buy a slice of the tuna they’d just bought from him. Jordan laughed and said nobody ought to pay for a piece of his own fish, and gave a slice to Tom.


  About that time the wire lobster trap had been accepted. The ancient wooden traps were becoming obsolete, and I realized that in another decade Friendship would have plenty of youngsters who wouldn’t know what a wooden trap looked like. I went to Dave Kenniston’s over in Warren and bought “stock” for an old-time wooden trap and nailed one together. This one was for looks rather than the ocean, so I sand-papered the wood and gave it three coats of polyurethane. Then I took it to Tom, and he “mashed” twine for the heads and tied them into the funny-eyes just as he had equipped thousands of his own traps in a lifetime of fishing. You can see that true, old-time, wooden, one-bedroom, Muscongus Bay lobster trap in the Friendship Museum—set aside so the future can see it, and proof that a highlander can be palsy with a standoffish salt-water native. Tom and I will share the gratitude of posterity.


  Coming to Friendship was good for me. Writing is a curious trade and remains esoteric. I need exposure to people, since what else would I write about?—and Friendship has the finest kind. Wordsworth told us that poetry has its origin in emotion recollected in tranquillity, and it has been my privilege to use the composure and serenity of Friendship Back River to spark my kind of doggerel. Our little home off the main road and just up from the clam flats is a comfortable place to live and work. No—we’re not isolated and remote. Tourists from Indiana can find me-this is a first visit to Maine and they’d like to say hello. I have no idea what tourists do with zucchini squash, but they drive away with a bushel of mine in their back seats. Bless them! Once I began to notice a young lady who drove down our road to the shore every so often, and she didn’t look like a tourist. Then I noticed her pick-up truck had the logo of the Maine Department of Marine Resources on the door, and I was curious. Next time she came in I was waiting when she drove out, and I asked her if she’d like a cucumber. She said she came once a week to take a sample of ocean water, and the lab over at Juniper Point made an analysis for purity and, alack!, pollution. She said, “I see you got a new neighbor down to the show-wer!”


  “Eyah,” I said.


  “From away?”


  “Eyah.”


  Then one morning this young lady drove down, and then came right back up again. I surmised the reason, and when she came back that afternoon I had some cucumbers ready, and I said, “You missed the tide!”


  “Eyah. Had to come back!”


  “Thanks,” I said. “I can use that!” It was comical to realize the Maine Department of Marine Resources had finally learned that our tide ebbs and flows twice in every twenty-four hours.


  So the new neighbor she mentioned is the one who is getting a telephone, and it was the next day that I received a magnificent visitation, in person, from the illustrious gentleman who had called in the first place about trimming bushes. I was turning a chair leg on my shop lathe, meditating in tranquillity at the same time, when this dapper, suave, dressed-up stranger let himself in without a bit of help from anybody, and the minute I saw him I realized he had been with me three seconds too long already. He was that kind of a thing. I report only the facts. He smiled a wide Dale Carnegie smile, handed me a business card, and extended his hand. “I’m from the telephone company,” he said.


  I bowed, feigned enormous affability, and said, “Good for you! Let’s you and me be friends!”


  This invitation seemed to amuse him, confirming my original impression, and I could see that he took no interest in being a friend. He would rather be the telephone company. He got right down to business.


  He said the folks in the new cottage had requested a telephone and added, “ . . . of course, we have to give them one.”


  “That sounds to me like a reasonable consequence,” I said.


  “Yes,” he said.


  He opened a briefcase and found some legal-looking documents which he consulted briefly and explained that “we” plan to trim some bushes in order to supply this urgent want. I decided that the telephone company, somehow, was in a sling.


  I was right.


  I found that when the electric power company and the telephone company put up a line to service our little home and paradise, nobody had foreseen a possible extension down over the hill, beyond. Flourishing his spurious legal documents, this para on of gentility told me I was no longer in possession of any rights in this matter, that I didn’t count any longer around here, and that my sylvan glade and bosky dell, so precious to my happiness, was forfeit to the whims of Mother Bell and associates. I had been thinking, so what? A couple of wires in the air—why not? But he threatened me, made light of my recorded deed, and smiled as he outlined my subservience to his necessity.


  Well, all right . . . When you like people and have friends, there are no great disturbances. Wander over for a game of cribbage and neighbor. Henry Dolloff used to say, “Don’t never ask a good Mainer to do some work for you. What you do is ask if he’ll do you a favor, and he’ll be right over.” I haven’t seen this telephone fellow since. My back up, I told him to get lost, and he went away while I finished my chair leg and recollected in tranquillity. The next thing I knew a lawyer for the electric power company became cat’s-paw for the telephone folks, and began giving me a hard time about who owned my land, anyway. It seems the two utilities share poles, and the second one got mad at me because I was mad at the first one.


  The sad tale is already overlong. I was minding my own business, content and relaxed. All at once I was called nothing more than a resident taxpayer to be trespassed against. I got a letter saying that I should not feel imposed upon because I am abused. After all, these big companies operate with the complete sanction of the Maine Public Utilities Commission. Think of that! I saw no way to accommodate this situation in my usual manner. How would I give zucchinis to the telephone company? Cucumbers to the power people?


  We set up housekeeping in October of 1932, and since then I have paid the power company its monthly bill on time and in full. I paid for a telephone before that, and have been prompt every month. It was sad for me to realize that this meant nothing. Both companies were ready and willing to sell me, a good Mainer, down the corporate river with haughty disdain and take up cozy-like with a total stranger from out—of—state who would be here at least three weekends every August. And people come and ask me if I’ve noticed any changes in our—my—State of Maine. Without a qualm they were ready to cut me off!


  Changes? Our Maine people haven’t changed all that much. As I think back on the Freeporters whose names I fitted into my weekly Record letter, they come to life even though they are all long gone. Every morning they’d be at the post office—Levi Patterson, Roy Marston, Ern Pinkham, Sam Fitts, George Bartol, Dr. Lewis, Jim Cushing, Bob Randall, Win Fogg, Ike Skillin. And L. L. Bean. They shaped up as honest State-o’-Mainers. And today I see other honest State-o’-Mainers at our Friendship post office. For every Elmer Porter there is, I suppose, a Harlan Wallace, although Friendship hasn’t yet produced an L. L. Bean.


  Back in the 1920s we had a lawyer in Freeport, Bertram Peacock. Every morning on his way to his office in the Oxnard Block he would pause in front of Artie Mitchell’s newspaper store and run a finger into the coin return slot of the pay telephone. Now and then he would find a nickel. One day Gorm Leavitt came into Squire Peacock’s office and asked what he should do about Neddie Crandell, who was stealing his hens. Squire Peacock listened to Gorm’s tale of woe, then touched his fingers together across his chest, and spoke in this fashion:


  “Gorm [he said], I can see you’re abused and need satisfaction. Now, my fee is five dollars, and I’ll take it come fall in potatoes. My advice is this—you don’t need no lawyer. What you need is a friend who’s handy with his fists.”


  That’s downright for our enlightened times, but in his day Squire Peacock was accounted a fine old State-o’-Mainer.





2 Modern Thoreaux


  As the annies labuntur Bill and I have noticed a rising wonder in the families about the wisdom of letting two old fogies wander off into the deep Maine woods without somebody to watch over them. The rigors of the uncharted wilderness where bears lurk and a thousand dangers beset in every direction! So far Bill and I have been allowed to go, and so far we have come home intact. Bill and I share two grandsons, and in the beginning our “somewhat” fishing trip was meant to get us acquainted before his daughter married my son. Our purpose was thoroughly cultural and academic, but we dissembled about fishing to give our retreat respectability.


  The first summer, we set up a tent and cooked on a campfire at Baker Lake. This is far up behind the chains on logging roads, in Township 7, Range 17, and the outlet of Baker Lake is usually considered the source of the St. John River, which flows some 330 miles before finding the Bay of Fundy. Baker Lake is closer to Canada than it is to the United States, and Bill and I got there to enjoy the wilderness only with a road pass from the paper company. One evening as we sat by the fire holding scholarly discourse on the tenets of Epictetus, our pre-prandial colloquy was interrupted by the arrival of a dusty sedan bearing Felix and Velma Fernald.


  Felix always boasted that he was the homeliest man ever to work for the Great Northern Paper Company—he was in the office of the area depot at Pittston Farm, just upstream from Seboomook Lake on the West Branch of the Penobscot. Velma, being perhaps the prettiest lady on the company roster, was the telephone operator at Pittston Farm. They had driven up the dirt logging road to see how we were making out. As soon as Felix saw that our intentions were wholly directed toward cultural uplift, and our purpose was to bring refinement to the upper townships, he made arrangements for us to use a company camp in the future, so for the succeeding twenty-seven summers (so far) we have not bothered with a tent. The camp is at the outlet of Caucomagomac Lake, which is pronounced cock-m’-gommick in full but is simply Cauc Lake in short. Henry David Thoreau was there, but called it Saint Johns Lake because he couldn’t spell Caucomagomac. The camp is reasonably splendid—tight, well equipped. It has LP gas, so we have lamps, range, and refrigerator, and the beds are cozy with foam mattresses. We are not in rugged and severe circumstances to cause our families concern. We are, all the same, surrounded by wilderness. And that wilderness has, indeed, changed a great deal in twenty-eight years.


  Take the loon. When we first meditated at Cauc Lake, a pair of loons owned the place. We would see them by day, and at night they would yodel far up the lake and their hilarity would echo back and forth. It was usual for a lake to have one pair of loons and no more. Each pair would raise one or two little ones each season, and a new pair of loons would have to find a new lake. The outboard motor changed that. The loon builds its simple nest right at the water’s edge—they can swim like fishes, but their legs are weak on land. So just as a hen loon got settled on her two eggs some damned fool would churn by with an out-board motor and wash the nest away. Maine began to have lakes where loons couldn’t reproduce, and over many years the loons adjusted to this and learned to live in company. Lakes that could support loons began to have two pairs, and then three.


  Our ornithological research on these visitations is not limited to loons. We look at the perky chickadiddle and identify the purring nuthatch. We feed the gorbies. Once we spent the entire afternoon watching two eagles soar. And one morning a couple of years ago we saw a gaggle of nine loons, together, paddle past slowly as if hoping we’d snap their picture. Cauc Lake is hospitable.


  Again, we were having a heated argument over the relative merits of the evening and pine grosbeaks, and our binoculars picked up a cordon, or covey, or caravan, or fleet of canoes coming out of The Siss, which is the thoroughfare connecting Round Pond with Cauc Lake. We gave up our scholarly conversation to watch the rhythmic paddling approach, and we soon counted six canoes. Then they were closer, and we saw the paddlers were twelve Boy Scouts, and that two scoutmasters were not paddling. In my canoe, I said to Bill, if you don’t paddle you don’t ride. By this time the hour had arrived to begin planning on evening sustenance and we had lost sight of the Boy Scouts as they turned into the cove by the dam. They were out of sight, but not out of hearing, and we heard them laughing and shouting as they had a “dip.” While Bill and I do have occasional differences about birds and fishing flies and the morality of Thucydides, we have never quarreled about the supper menu. We readily agreed on steaks, French-fried potatoes, a tossed salad, buttermilk biscuits, several sundries, and strawberry shortcake. It was time to warm the buttermilk. The sun was making ready to set, the lake was calm, a loon was crying, and it was time for Chillingford to appear.


  Chillingford was a moose of prodigious size who came over from The Siss each twilight to visit us. In July his antlers were in the fuzz, so we never saw him in widespread autumn splendor. He would hang around all night and we would lie abed and hear him muttering. One night he stumbled over our pick-up truck. Each morning he would come and lay his dewlap on the windowsill and watch Bill and me as we washed the dishes. That evening, before Chillingford came out of his swamp, we got a whiff of woodsmoke from the campground over by the dam, and Bill said, “I think the boys have opened a can of beans!” So we spoke about the tremendous experience it is for a bunch of boys to come from the big city into the north Maine woods and live for a few days like the old coureurs de bois, coursing the streams and lakes, breathing clean air and seeing the wilderness sights. To roll into a blanket at beddy-bye and listen to the lullaby of the purling stream. Bill said, “I hope Chillingford doesn’t wander over and scare the bejeepers out of them.”


  The next morning, after we had washed the breakfast dishes and Chillingford had gone, we formed our customary academic procession to gain the salmon pool on Cauc Stream, and we found the Boy Scouts still at the campground. We had expected they would have packed up and be gone down the stream by that time, because Chillingford keeps us from early starts. But there they were. Their canoes were drawn up in a row, bottoms up, neat and tidy. (This may be good Boy Scouting, but don’t leave a canoe bottom up. And never leave a camp door closed when you aren’t around. Bears. The first bear to come along will smash an overturned canoe to see if it has cookies under it, and then he will smash open a camp door just for fun. Leave your canoes right-side-up. This parenthetical note is included in the price of the book.)


  So the Boy Scouts were still there, and we greeted them as we approached. And just then a twin-engine float plane came over the mountain, circled, and touched down on the lake. The engines slowed and the plane drifted towards us. Good sized craft. The Boy Scouts boarded, and off they went to their homes in New Jersey—their wilderness a memory, their “roughing it” done for now. Bill and I watched the plane until it was beyond the mountain, and Bill said, “What next?”


  That was the year our state legislature reopened the hunting season on moose. For a generation the Maine moose had been a no-no as an endangered species. So some eager hunter came that fall and nailed Chillingford. There was a little piece about him on the sports page of the Bangor paper. It said he dressed out at almost twelve hundred pounds, and may well have been the largest moose in Maine.


  A truck came over the road that afternoon to pick up the duffle and canoes the Boy Scouts had left.





  3 A One-Sided Approach


  Not long ago the Bangor paper printed a picture of a woman milking a cow. The caption said, “The Woes of Milking.” As a proud alumnus of the school of hand-operated bossies I gave this picture good attention. I noticed the stem expression of deep misery on the face of the straining woman. She was certainly having a heavy job of it. I could see there the accumulation of many mornings and evenings of frustration. Then I saw that the cow had pretty much the same expression. A sadness prevailed. And then I figured things out. The woman was milking on the wrong side of the cow! The cow was unhappy about this and was “holding back her milk.” She wasn’t “giving down.” This didn’t please the woman, and there we were!


  I do not know why cows must always be milked from their right side. I don’t recall that I ever asked anybody. I was just told, in the beginning, that I should never milk from the left side, and I never tried to. Not too many months ago our magazine Yankee, over in New Hampshire, got caught up in this. The painting reproduced on the front cover showed a gentleman manipulating his milker from the port side. The next month the editor answered the flood of letters by saying this was an odd cow, and so was the gentleman, and he always strummed her in a southpaw manner. This is a likely story to me, because if the editor knew that much about cows, why didn’t he say so in the beginning?


  The removal of the family cow from affairs, and along with her the person who milked her for the family welfare has had a lot to do with changes that have accrued. During my fetching up we had a cow, and I learned to drain her at just about fourth grade. So did most families, and so did most boys. Boys not only learned to milk, but they learned the peculiar ways of a cow—how to care for her and what not to do. No boisterous activity in the tie-up, because cows are sensitive to surprise and have a high startle reaction. Step quietly and never make a sudden motion. A cow who gets frightened will “fall off” in her milk. If things aren’t congenial she’ll tense and “hold back her milk.” If she doesn’t “give down” willingly, it’s a sign something is bothering her. Cows in a herd, known in Maine more often as a flock, settle their pecking order, and the Number Four cow never tries to walk ahead towards the pasture. Every cow goes always to her own stanchion and eats from her own manger—her crib. Any deviation from established routine is to be avoided. The woman in the picture, with all her woes of milking, is getting just what she should. The most famous left-handed cow was that of Calvin Coolidge.


  This was back when Coolidge was governor of Massachusetts and intervened in the Boston Police Strike—1919. He sent his telegram to Samuel Gompers: THERE IS NO RIGHT TO STRIKE AGAINST THE PUBLIC SAFETY BY ANYBODY, ANYWHERE, ANY TIME. This caught the approval of the country, and Calvin Coolidge was nominated for the vice presidency on the ticket with Warren Harding. The Boston Post persuaded Mr. Coolidge to pose for some photographs back on the old Coolidge farm at Plymouth, Vermont, and the photographer posed him in numerous bucolic settings. Calvin picked up eggs, fed the pigs, hoed some corn, and took the day’s mail from the battered RFD box by the roadside—with, of course, a copy of the Boston Post conspicuous. Then he milked a cow. But before the photographer snapped the shutter he said, “Governor, I wish you’d shift over to the other side of the cow—there’s a better light.”


  Pickle-puss Calvin was obliged to smile at this suggestion, and patronizingly explained that no cow is ever milked from the left side. The photographer said he didn’t know that. “But,” he added, “there’s no problem. I do get a better light over here, and I can reverse the negative in the darkroom and put you on the right side.”


  Mr. Coolidge, feeling awkward about it, did pose on the left side, and the cow was presumably obliging and made no great objection.


  This is not always the case. Cows approached in sinister fashion will usually lift the head with inquisitive expression, look aft to see what’s going on, and then kick the milkpail over into Somerset County.


  The photographer did reverse the negative of Governor Coolidge milking his cow from the left side, and when the print came to the editor’s desk the future president was dexter and decent, and had what can be considered an amused expression for him. But the editor noticed that a bag of grain in the corner of the picture had the lettering hind-side to, and he supposed the photographer had made a mistake and put his negative in the enlarging camera upside down. No problem. The editor merely told the engraver to reverse his negative when he etched his plate. Accordingly, Mr. Coolidge appeared on the front page of the Post, which was then printing about 800,000 copies daily, milking his cow from the sinister side. But the bag of grain in the corner had the letters correct-Grandin Milling Co., Buffalo, N.Y.


  The friendly family cow went her way, and changed so many things, because of numerous attacks—each as improbable as another. Not too many, but some, moved along because fastidious people disliked the aroma of a good manure pile that was illuminating the neighborhood. Livestock got zoned out. But most important was the gradual intrusion of the Big Milk Trust, which began with pasteurization. Milk produced in Essex Junction, Vermont, had to stay sweet until set on somebody’s porch in Newton, Massachusetts. Milk down on the farm, produced by little right-handed Bossie, would sour in that time, but on the farm that didn’t matter. Sour milk was used in cooking, or had been skimmed off for butter already, and what wasn’t used at the house went into the hogs’ barrel and got converted. The milk barons did not, however, condition the public with the contention that it was a long haul from northern Vermont to suburban Boston. Instead, they went after the health angle. Pasteurized milk was good for you. The impression was advanced that it would cure everything. Pasteurized milk had no germs. This abuse of the truth became accepted, and even learned men who should have known better helped promote pasteurization as a bulwark against typhoid fever, gout, soft gums, and dandruff. Also, that was the beginning of the era when housewives were accepting the “just as good” and substitutes and imitations began to abound.


  It was about the same time that a big fear arose over bovine tuberculosis. Our Maine legislature approved a policy of “test and slaughter,” under which state experts came to a barn, gave the cow a test, and if she showed positive she was hurried to the butcher. The farmer got paid for her by the going price per pound. Later, what was called Bang’s Disease or “contagious abortion” became cause for another witch hunt, and after that the state inspectors began coming every Tuesday and Friday, and among everything else looked to see if you put the milkstool on its peg on the wall or left it handy where you could shove it around with one foot. The family cow was helped along to oblivion by the ever-increasing harassment of government inspectors—many of whom were surly and abusive. Many, many, folks said the hell with it and stopped keeping a cow or two. Those with down-east obstinacy who persisted next got visitations from veterinary doctors who were checking things out for the inspectors, and such visitations were followed by bills rendered. The poor little cow, who had been happy, content, and placid, had turned out to be a blamed nuisance. It has been hard, since about that time, to find a proper glass of good, cold milk, or to locate a pound of decent butter.


  The day when milk had lumps in it had passed—bilaterally.





  4 Lady Law at Odd Moments


  Since changing times have overloaded our pathetic courts it has become fashionable to think up solutions. Our good governor recently had a brilliant idea, whatever it was, and probably things will work out. My suggestion, probably as good as any, is to go back to the philosophies that prevailed when crime was so seldom that Judge Larrabee had to make his living from auctioneering. “ . . . and many other articles too numerous to mention; the accumulation of a lifetime!” the posters would say, and the auctions always came on a Saturday so everybody could come. Antique dealers hadn’t found us, then. There was a pang to those old country auctions of Judge Larrabee’ s time, for each meant the last fling of a family. The old folks were gone, the children didn’t want the place, and everything went up for sale to the highest bidder. After the household goods, the farm implements, and the livestock were sold, the judge would ask for a bid on the land and buildings. A family homestead had ceased to be.


  Judge Larrabee was a good-enough lawyer, and served well as trial justice. In Maine we never had the justice of the peace system—a justice of the peace didn’t amount to much. He could take jurats, marry people, and if a rebellion broke out he had authority to quell it. Jurats paid twenty-five cents apiece, a marriage fetched whatever the bridegroom thought it was worth, and there is no record that Maine ever had a riot that needed quelling. Deeds and wills helped, but when Blackstone said that “Lady Law brooketh no bedfellow,” he wasn’t thinking of a law practice in down-east Maine in Judge Larrabee’s time. Lawyer Larrabee served as “trial justice,” rather than a J.P. He also sold insurance, dabbled in real estate, appraised for the bank, brokered pulpwood and handled woodlots, tutored on the cornet, and played for dances in Rollie Dunbar’s orchestra. There was never a time Judge Larrabee’ s court docket became so crowded he couldn’t keep up.


  When occasion called, Judge Larrabee’ s law office over the barber shop became his courtroom. The only difference was the flag. The law said a courtroom must display the United States flag, so when court was about to convene Judge Larrabee would take his flag from his desk drawer and put it on his desk. The flag was three inches by five inches, and he would stick the thing in the mustard jar where he put his lead pencils and his letter opener. Most of the time the complaining officer would be a railroad detective who had caught a tramp riding a freight train on the Maine Central Railroad. The specific crime would be “evading fare,” and the punishment was always three months in the Men’s Reformatory at South Windham. Most tramps who came to Maine knew that Judge Larrabee was a good fellow, and they were able to contrive to be caught in his jurisdiction—thus gaining three months of comfort during a harsh winter. But if something came up which did not involve a tramp and the railroad, the arresting officer was usually Ruel Hanscom, who was the town constable. Being constable depended mostly on availability and “qualification.” Qualification meant that Ruel was bonded. Once bonded, he was qualified to be a police officer, dog officer, truant officer, fire ward, humane officer, sealer of weights and measures, inspector of hay, wood, and lumber, and various other “minor” town officials. Also bail commissioner and court crier. As court crier he would thump his jackknife on a corner of Judge Larrabee’ s desk and shout, “Court is in session—everybody rise!”


  Then everybody would stand up, including Judge Larrabee.


  Sometimes, if we had a new schoolteacher who hadn’t adjusted yet, she would call upon Ruel to look into a truancy. We boys would be at the swimming hole in Spar Creek and we’d look up to see Ruel on the bank. “Which one of you boys ain’t in school?” he’d call, and then he’d turn and go away. In May the Maine water is still too chilly for truancy to be any fun.


  So as court crier Ruel was also the assistant who handed items up to Judge Larrabee when he was auctioneering. Always sedate in court, Judge would play the crowds at an auction. If he had too many dishpans and used preserve jars, so that interest began to flag, he’d bring the crowd to attention by whipping up an old-time crockery bed-chamber pot with the cry, “And how much am I offered for this genu-wine Chinese fireless cooker?” With things perked up, he’d return to his dishpans. The judge got a percentage on auction sales, so dangled for every last cent—and usually got it. He kept a supply of chamber mugs on hand to relieve dull moments.


  In our town crime ran largely to skipping school for spring swimming, so a big case in the double career of Judge Larrabee and Ruel Hanscom was a cruelty to animals charge against a man who pleaded nolo and thus spared everybody the nonsense of a trial. Lady Law, you see, had a slim docket, which was good. Judge Larrabee was never all that great on the bench, but he was the best auctioneer in Maine. There’s a moral there, and it probably has something to do with today’s crowded courts.





    5 Dramatic Improvements


  One of our granddaughters was in the regional high school play contest, so you know where I was that evening. She did all right and won some kind of citation, and I was impressed with the giant strides made in classroom dramatics since I trod the boards in my yearning youth. Maybe scholars are better off. The year my ship went down to great applause the taxpayers were still unready to subsidize many cultural advantages now taken for granted, and we didn’t have any drama coach. We didn’t even have a stage. We didn’t have a cafeteria, either, and our English teacher, who also supervised the lunch-bucket noonin’ hour, “put on” the annual senior class play. She was good at about anything, and could play mumblypeg at recess so you wouldn’t believe it. The town paid her eight hundred dollars a year.


  Playacting was not then a letter sport. The senior class play, our only dramatic effort, was not meant to inculcate the histrionic arts, but was supposed to raise money to pay for our graduation photographs. We were twenty-six in our class, the largest in the school’s history, and we had to go to Portland on the train to a studio. The round trip cost us fifty-six cents each. Then we had to buy lunch at the Oriental Restaurant before assembling at the photographer’s. Afterwards, we had an ice cream at Moustakis’s and then caught the evening train home. Big outing, and
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