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LIGHT

Because it is located so far north, Maine often has a “certain slant of light” as Emily Dickinson put it, that, when melded with fog and other frequent atmospherics, imparts an ethereal quality to the natural environment. A break in the clouds, forest, or fog theatrically spotlights an island or tree, or sparkles a small portion of the bay. This temporary spotlight prompts you to heed what it highlights. Low-angled beams in the early morning or late afternoon hours transform a fern leaf into something luminous, as well as enable a jellyfish to encapsulate the sun in its body. One magical morning the heath near us was dotted with numerous pockets of light due to grass spider webs cupping the sun’s rays. During winter, the low-slung sun paints striking long shadows of trees. The golden hours surrounding dawn and dusk cast a warm glow on everything in their midst, enabling us to see the world with rose-tinted glasses.
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ISLANDS

What makes Maine particularly magical are the numerous islands that dot its coast, some of which you can explore when ebbing tides create transient passages. On our local beach in Corea, low tide opens up a narrow barnacle-studded stretch of dry land to a rocky bar unapproachable at high tide. You only have a mere hour or so to traverse it before the water returns and washes over the pathway, unless you don’t mind wading or swimming in the frigid water, as one family did on page 29. The tiny uninhabited islet is filled with large boulders resembling beached whales and piles of cobbles smoothed and rounded by water relentlessly tumbling them. You can almost imagine you are on another planet when you look over this stony island enclave nearly denuded of vegetation.

Similarly, Little Moose Island in the Schoodic portion of Acadia National Park is only accessible at low tide and seems like another world with its scattering of wind-dwarfed trees and rocks poking through a blanket of berry bushes like the vertebrae of dinosaurs. In fall and winter these stone outcroppings are outlined by crimson, burgundy, or rust-colored vegetation. Cerulean bluebells, blue flag iris, or pale-purple asters embroider the green groundcover during spring or summer. On the open-ocean-facing side, Little Moose is edged by dramatic cliffs and crashing waves on windy days. My favorite time to visit the island is when autumn sets the huckleberries afire with brilliant shades of orange and red.

I also enjoy exploring Great Wass, another uninhabited island further north off the coast of Beals, Maine. There on the more than 4-mile trail that encircles it, you encounter granite softly rounded by the elements and extending deep into the ocean in intriguing animal-like shapes. The remnants of a tree on one of its beaches stands as a ghostly testament to a fluctuating coastline.

Last but hardly least, there is also something tantalizing about the many islands in Maine with only one house or lighthouse on them, inviting fantasies of being completely independent and immersed in an isolated landscape.
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ROCKS

When I think of Maine I think of rocks. Large squared-off granite blocks surrounded by round and smooth cobbles tumbled by water. Erratic boulders scattered in the forest or balancing on top of mountains. Slabs striated by black basalt intrusions. Tidal pools that accent granite’s natural rectangles and squares, painting Mondrians in rock. Some linear gaps in granite along the coast are naturally lined with small stones, which also nest in their depressions, while bigger stones carefully placed by visitors create their own abstract art, as can be seen on page 50. Vegetation too can outline the gaps between rocks and fill in their cracks. By serving as attachment points for rockweed and barnacles, as well as for lichens and fungi, rocks provide the interface between terrestrial and aquatic life, the mineral and the living forest.
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FOG

As anyone knows who has spent a fair amount of time there, fog is particularly emblematic of coastal Maine. Fog frequently forms when warmer air from the land embraces the cooler air above the ocean. It imparts a dreaminess to the landscape that makes you question what’s there and what isn’t, what is real and what is a mirage. It often eliminates that touchstone of our existence—the horizon line—creating a confusing new reality. Fog also highlights certain aspects. Conical forms of trees emerge above it as if floating in midair, and boulders, birds, or foliage in the foreground stand out against its empty white or gray backdrop. Fog can create visual echoes with trees or islands sharply in focus in the foreground, their repeated forms faintly etched in the softened background. Islands become more alluring when wreathed in fog, which adds a bit of mystery and magic to the landscape.

Fog comes in many forms depending on when it appears and how thickly it paints the sky. The interplay between a thin fog and early morning light is especially stunning. The sun’s first beams set the fog ablaze, creating a golden gossamer curtain that dazzles. Or fog can be patchy with rays of sunlight shining through it, sparkling a small portion of the bay below. Some days fog weaves in and out of the landscape in linear strands, varying what they highlight, as if to say Look now before it disappears. Prior to departing, morning fog also deposits numerous nourishing water droplets on vegetation, dressing them with sparkling sequins that glitter when the sun later emerges. It also decorates gull feathers and spider webs, revealing their intricate beauty.
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AFTERWORD

Although I began my photographic career with all sorts of bulky camera equipment and a darkroom, I became a firm believer in the mantra that the best camera is one that fits in your back pocket. This proved true as I snapped photos while hiking, biking, kayaking, balancing on a log, walking on slippery seaweed, traipsing through brambles, and trailing fast-moving animals. I took many of the photos in this book at dawn in my bathrobe and a pair of muck boots, not wanting to take the time to get dressed so I could capture the stunning interplay between light and fog before it vanished. Often, I took my photos on the fly while doing various outdoor activities with friends and family who would have been annoyed if I’d taken too much time to change lenses or carefully compose pictures. Consequently, I snapped most of these photos using my iPhone, although a few were taken with a high-end point-and-shoot camera. I composed the photos later when I did my photo editing.


My process is as follows. First something catches my eye and causes me to snap a picture. But whatever initially grabbed my attention may not be what becomes the focus of the photo. I often don’t discover the essence of a picture, what it is about, until after the editing process. By expanding and cropping various versions, viewing them in black and white and then again in color, I uncover the final format. Sometimes I create two photos from an initial shot, deciding a specific portion of the photo merits expansion and focus on its own. Nature reveals her remarkable designs not only on the grand scale, with her stormy seascapes and forests carpeted with mosses, but on the small scale with a clam shell that captures the sunlight, and two acorns nestled together in a bed of leaves.
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