




   1  The River


  The Kennebec is, as Maine people would put it, quite a river. It begins at Moosehead, Maine’s largest lake, runs due south 150 miles through the heart of Maine, picks up the Androscoggin, sired by the White Mountains, at Merrymeeting, goes on out through the fine lacework of coast islands, and empties into the Atlantic. It follows the line of Maine’s geologic foundation. It drains the greater part of the state. It has hundreds of lakes in its system. It flows through forests and farmlands. Its water-power facilities—if you reckon in the tributary Androscoggin—are probably unsurpassed in the world. It has a score of fine harbors on its lower reaches. George Weymouth, the early explorer, said that the whole Royal Navy could ride in one of them. And so it could, even the Royal Navy of today. It used to be the best fishing grounds of any in North America. It could be so again.


  But these are common things, bread-and-butter things, and other American rivers can claim some of them.


  The Kennebec has more to it than fine water power and harbors. It has a history that no other stream can match. The dragon-headed Viking ships probably nosed up it. It was a fishing station for many a European nation in the sixteenth century. Even the Spaniards of St. Augustine very likely dried hake and haddock here. The first settlements of the English in the New World were at its mouth. The first ship built in the Western Hemisphere by Englishmen was built here. It was followed by other ships, until almost every farmhouse had an annex that touched on coasts on the other side of the sea. The Kennebec fed the colonists at Plymouth with its corn and fish when the wolf howled at the Pilgrims’ doors. It had flourishing villages when the rest of New England was still a savage wilderness. It fed Europe with sturgeon and other fine fish, it sent beaver skins for the tall hats of Europe’s grandees. Church of Englanders, juicy and more robust men than those of Massachusetts Bay, came to its banks to live fat and breed handsome. Other races came early too: Morovian Germans, Huguenot French, Dutch from New Amsterdam. One of the stoutest of American Colonials, Sir William Phips, a sea captain who sailed his way to a title and had a finger in all the more important Colonial pies, was born and bred in the Kennebec region and left his name on a Kennebec town. The bloodiest and most savage of the Indian wars sent up screams and smoke from scores of Kennebec towns.


  The drama played along this river helped largely to determine whether the French or the Anglo-Saxon civilization should control the continent. Stout Kennebec men helped to crack the hardest link in the French chain of fortresses strung across North America—Louisburg. Later on, the Revolution came home to the people of the valley, since many of the inhabitants were Royalists. The most spectacular expedition in American history followed the river up to Quebec, when Arnold tried to do with a handful of Americans what great Wolfe had accomplished only by means of the flower of the whole British army. An Indian princess who puts Pocahontas into the shade flourished on Swan Island in the Kennebec and probably complicated the lives of Aaron Burr, Benedict Arnold, and other men of the Quebec expedition. And in the next war, an epic naval battle was fought at Kennebec’s mouth, when the Enterprise beat the Boxer and both captains died in their lace on the decks. There is a story that Talleyrand fell into its brook at Hallowell and a house at Edgecomb was furnished and kept ready for the Queen of France, Marie Antoinette.


  Twelve years after entering the union, a Kennebec city—Augusta—became its capital; and its first governor, who had walked barefoot to the Kennebec to make his fortune, driving his yoke of steers ahead of him, was found for the state, living like a nabob among his fine French furniture at Bath. Nabobs came to be a common thing in that town on the Kennebec. For, in the nineteenth century, Maine took the lead and held it in the building of sailing vessels. The Kennebec turned out ships that tied the river’s destiny to all the ports of Christendom and heathendom. Almost every farm had its ship, anchored or making, at the foot of the corn patch. From a dozen flourishing hamlets—Richmond, Hallowell, Woolwich, Bowdoinham, and Phippburg—farmers went to sea, looked forward to shopping days in Batavia and Singapore, to honeymoons that brushed on Cape Horn, and came back and set up housekeeping with the best furniture from the four corners of the earth.


  The river stood first in the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century history of lumbering. Logs for half the world came shooting down its rapids. Paul Bunyan took his American name and set his ax to his first tall trees here. Then, in the latter years of the nineteenth century, the Kennebec ice became famous half the world over.


  But these, too, are glories that time can dim. There are other more lasting triumphs for the Kennebec River. One of the oldest and best of the American colleges sprang up on its Androscoggin arm. And an American classic that helped to bring on the Civil War, Uncle Tom’s Cabin, was written in the shadow of that college. Bowdoin’s Longfellow and Hawthorne drank of the springs that flow into Kennebec’s Merrymeeting Bay, and so on into the sea. Longfellow’s Hesperus was built at Hallowell. Ward went out into the world from the Kennebec region and taught Americans how to laugh. One of the three greatest American poets, Edwin Arlington Robinson, was brought up in Gardiner, on the Kennebec, and learned to know human nature by knowing the men of the cities and farms of the valley.


  My river has everything a person could ask of a river. Great events and greater men. And that nothing of sweetness should be lacking, an old-time fiddler went and fell off a steamer below Bath and left his name on the maps in Fiddler’s Reach.


  Along the Kennebec, quiet now and no longer whitened by high sails, dozens of lovely little towns sleep the sleep of serenity. Fine white mansions under elms and white churches that immortalize the name of Wren point up above blue bays and islands of sheer evergreen laces. They once had roots deep over seas and down the under­side of the world. Little towns forgotten by the busy world now, but able still to breed men and women who can take hold of the world and shape it. And the day when such towns will be needed in a troubled time may be close upon us.


  And a tough and smart and fine people are still the chief crop along the Kennebec. There probably is more unadulterated human nature to the square mile of this river valley than in any other place I know. And it is this human nature that shall be the chief burden of this book. For a history of a place is no different from the toughness and brightness of it people. These men and women have always been many-sided creatures. They farmed while they fished, hunted while they hayed, lumbered while they manufactured, kept cows and chickens and horses while they built ships and went around the world. And they were full of sharp wisdom and tart proverbs, full of lustiness and unpuritanic liveliness. They were cranky and independent and witty all at once. They are still. I know one man whose business is part fishing, part storekeeping, part farming, but mostly philosophy. He will make a good chorus to my book. These people of the Kennebec are people of the heart of Maine and a book on their river cannot leave them out.


  And, finally, there is the scenery of the Kennebec. That never changes. It will be there for poets and artists to feed on tomorrow. The river comes down through some of the loveliest of the earth’s hills. The white pines flow silver in the winds; the birches, which once furnished the chief craft for the river, thrust white wonder up among the green. Islands like cut stone lie in the stream. Stone walls and roads lean up high on the clouds. There is so much evergreen that the leaves are never missed when they go. The snow piles the valley deep with loveliness. Winter is as much a wonder as summer. The fogs of Fundy come marching up its cool highway; in the heat and heart of summer, they move in like the lost continent of Atlantis on an August afternoon. The foghorn of Seguin, which is woven into the beginnings of my being and the beings of all the people by the Kennebec’s mouth, wakes up and begins its nightlong chords. The white lighthouses of Seguin and Pond Island are snuffed out. The long parade of beauty, half a mile high, marches up the Kennebec. Little towns are lost and blotted out. Cows become only the chime of bells. And men along the river are shut in with their minds. It is a surprising thing. Maybe that is what makes them such interesting people to know. They get to know themselves. When October comes, the river flows through a forest fire of maples and oaks and birches and beeches, walls of color that no other river can show. The radiance of the leaves pours up into the sky. The clear sunshine is multiplied by light from within the trees. To go there is to go down the aisles of a bright dream.


  There is a river!






2  Kennebec Weather


  “On the 18th of Januarie they had in seven houres space thunder, lightning, raine, frost, snow, all in abundance, the last continuing.”


  This is, as far as I know, the earliest weather report in the Kennebec Valley. It was for the year 1608 and the place was the Popham Plantation. It reads mighty natural. It could be for the year 1937 just as well. The weather has not changed.


  The Indians weren’t the only things that tempered the steel of the Kennebec men. The weather did, too. Purchas’s description is that of a good average day, the run-of-the-mill weather you can expect in seven Maine hours.


  The weathervane always put on the top of the tallest pine tree is a necesary adjunct of a Kennebec farm. This is not for looks. It is to tell a man if there will be rain or hail, a thunderstorm or a fog, by the time he has the horses hitched. A farmer who begins his haying with that arrow pointing the wrong way may have to finish up his haying three farms away. A Maine farmer had always better take his winter coat along with him. A July scorcher winds up with three blankets and comforter on the bed at night. Many Kennebec men wear their long johns right through the summer. Woolen socks never go out of season with the lobstering men.


  A Kennebec breeze can grow into a man-sized gale quicker that any other breeze going. It can get strong enough to lean on in an hour’s time and it can rattle the teeth in your head and make your eyeballs jingle. No wonder the Kennebec people took to sail early, with all that power flying around loose. The winds get into people’s minds; they get through the clapboards of the stoutest houses; they get into people’s sleep. My father once had a farmhouse that he had to keep tied down with chains over the roof, and he had to change the chains when the winds veered. That’s the kind of wind we raise in Maine. The spruces grow close together so that all hands of them can lean on each other and still be there in the morning. The Kennebec men and women have learned to fit their lives into the winds. Maybe their not having much to say comes from the fact that they don’t have a chance to say it, in so much wind. They go with knees slightly bent so as not to be surprised and turned bottom-side up. And they go the right way to suit the blow. The Kennebec sheep have heads raked like the funnels of oceangoing steamers. Wind is a first-rate tonic, though. It can clean a man’s mind out well. A man coming in out of a wind is apt to be pretty good to his children, I have noticed.


  We raise pretty fair fogs up around the Kennebec. They march up the river in August like Caesar’s legions and they push the world back inland for miles. They wipe away islands and towns. The Kennebec cows have to be able to navigate them when they come home from pasture and the small Kennebec boys who follow their bells, as lobstering men follow the bell buoy, have to carry a compass somewhere between their wide ears. August days may be only two hours of sunlight long. I am surprised the Popham colonists did not speak of the fog. There must have been some that day.


  You can’t be sure of Maine weather. The farmers reckon it lucky if they can get their beans in by Decoration Day. Even then, June may turn out frosty. Any full moon is sure to bring along a silver blanket that leaves the tomatoes looking like the last slice of bacon on a side-slab. There’s one month, Maine folks say, when you can count on havin’ no frost. July. I believed that till last Fourth of July. I had to set out my marigolds again after that.


  It can rain harder along my river than any other place I know. It isn’t rain. It’s an aerated waterfall. A sou’east rain makes the windowpanes look like the walls of an aquarium. You expect to see a haddock look in on you any minute. But, then, a sou’wester is nothing to sneer at. It has given its name to the best Kennebec hat—with a long slope aft to keep the rain off the top joint of your spine if nowhere else. Oilskins are almost a national dress along the Kennebec. They are just as useful when plowing as when pulling lobster traps. It’s raining pitchforks—that’s an accurate Maine description for a lot of Maine weather.


  Not that we don’t have any snow. We do. Up to the eaves of the woodshed, and the boy has to walk through a canyon to fetch in his armful of birch and maple stove­wood. Six feet of snow on the level is not a usual thing in Maine, because Maine is almost never level and the winds wouldn’t let the snow lie there if it were. It snows that deep, but it all gathers round the tie-up to give the boys more to do to get the bull to the watering tub down a Grand Canyon of Carrara marble. Often you can recognize a farm by the cupola on the barn or the kitchen chimney smoking.


  Snow is one thing. But cold is another. We have that, too. Cold enough to freeze the whiskers off a brass monkey, as the saying goes. Cold enough to go with a cane. Cold as Charity. Cold as the porridge at the poorhouse. Cold enough to stop a clock. Cold as slow molasses running uphill. There are a lot of Maine proverbs for cold. It is one of the best crops of the state.


  When a Kennebec man goes to bed in winter he wears his wool socks, a flannel nightgown, perhaps his overcoat; he has two spruce-beer jugs filled with hot water for his feet, a hot flatiron for his back, and his complete supply of Boston Transcripts between mattress and springs. If he has a wife, he sends her along ahead of him to warm the bed. Likely as not, when he wakes up in the morning, there are icicles on his mustache, if he has one. When he gets up to light the fire for his wife and sings to keep his courage up, he sees his song right around him in the air.


  By the last of March he may omit the flatiron.


  It’s not to be wondered at that Kennebec people are a tough crew. They’ve had to be to get through a Maine winter. The pindling ones perished before Wolfe captured Quebec.


  But there’s a bright side to all this. Apples that have a hard time in a brief summer, an acid soil, and an early frost, taste all the sweeter for that. “Sweet are the uses of adversity.” The rigors of a spring day may clear the air until a man living along the Kennebec feels like a man living in the heart of a chandelier. And there are days in January, after an icestorm, for which chandelier is a pale word. It is like walking through a web of rainbows to be up and out in such a glory. Every bush coated with cut diamonds and the hills looking like the hills of the Apocalypse. It is a fine thing to be alive in such splendor, and the splendor of the days gets into a man; the splendor of nights so clear that the stars snap like sapphires overhead. The gulls go over washed whiter than snow. Cleanness and sharpness can put an edge on a man like a whetstone. It is the making of Maine’s wit and sharpness of mind. It makes the Maine eyes their peculiarly true blue, and the people sparkle like their granite and snow. It powders homely Yankee faces till they are handsome, and makes the corners of a man’s eyes crinkle up, and he laughs in spite of death and taxes, zero weather, and everything.


  There are days on the Kennebec, winter and summer, when the sky is so like crystal that you know you would strike the tone of an old goblet if you could reach high enough to flick it with your fingernail.


  A person cannot live among these days and so much granite and pungent bayberry and sweet fern and clean evergreen without getting clear and goodsmelling inside. Bedrock living comes natural in a place where winds stir things to bedrock. A man can get used to loneliness when it is in so shining a place. The hardness of Kennebec winters and ledges is the hardness of peace and serenity.






3  Red Clay


  The lantern swung back and forth in the low room with the force of the November gale that rocked the fisherman’s small house to its foundation. Wings of dim light moved forward and back on the floor. The bitter-cold stars spattered the windowpanes. And high as the wind rose the full hymn of the Kennebec River as it ebbed out half-tide and met the southerly breakers of the Atlantic and pushed them back to sea.


  It was a good night for a story of whales. The fisherman, who is also a philosopher and a wit, as most Maine fishermen are apt to be, was squatting on his oilskinned calves and letting himself right out. A few sons old enough to pull lobster traps at the Kennebec mouth were sitting around. Several others too small to own lobster traps were curled up asleep. A half dozen men with wrinkles at the corners of their eyes and windy eyebrows and mustaches were sitting back on heaps of seine and piles of lobster buoys, drinking in the best part of their whole day; the part they waited for even more eagerly than clams fried in batter and their willing wives. There was a stranger to the Maine coast listening, too, and he was the reason the philosopher at large put on the extra flourishes.


  “Si, did she! There I lay and we was pulling in the cod pretty out there eastward of Seguin Light, me and them Massachusetts schoolmarms. They was flopping gurry all over my boat. And then one of the schoolmarms—the one with pretty brown hair—said to me, quiet-like, without raising her voice more’n a peg:


  “ ’What would you say if I said I just saw a fish come up about ten times larger than this boat?’”


  “‘I’d say we’d better yank up our mudhook,’ says I. And I got up on my hind legs and started pulling. I guess I started some stitches in me, I pulled that fast. I’d heard stories that summer.


  “Moby Dick and me don’t mix and he can have my part of the ocean!


  “Just then I felt the whole piece of the Atlantic we was riding on in my 18-foot putt-putt lift up and then slide off slow. And a whale the size of a city block come up close enough so’s I could have scratched him back of his ear with an oar. He blew when he see he’d missed us, playful­like, and we got a shower bath of a good part of the ocean.


  “I threw the mudhook in and cranked my engine. She sneezed. And we started away from there proper. The schoolmarms was white as a sheet, but they didn’t say nothing. I opened her up and we just bounced in toward Small Point Harbor.


  “Then Moby Dick come up again, on the port this time, and this time you could count his eye winkers. We nearly turned over when we slid down that hill. I give her all the gas there was in the world. The schoolmarms was leaving their fingerprints on the gunwales.


  “He come up ahead of us and I got a faceful when he waved good-bye with his flukes. They was about the size of my dory.


  “’Playful, ain’t he?’ says I to the schoolmarms. They didn’t open their heads. The engine went so fast our teeth rattled.


  “He come up five times more before we got into shoal water, where he’d scratch the barnacles on his belly if he followed us. We got away. But I’m here to tell you there wasn’t no gimp in the length of my pants when we got there safe. I just set. And the schoolmarms just set, too.


  “ ’Moby Dick is right,’ the little one with the brown fuzzy hair said, low and earnest. I looked to see if there was white streaks in her hair. Funny, but there wan’t.”


  The fisherman scratched himself on his left ear.


  “Tell them about the time the summer resorter asked you where you lived,” piped up a big man with a bigger mustache.


  “Oh, the Philadelphia gal? ’You see the bull spruce over there, marm?’ I says to her. ’Well, that’s where I roost nights. We lobstering men take to spruces natural-like.’”


  “And what about the woman who wanted to know how often Maine fisherman die?”


  “ ’Only once, marm,’ I told her. ’Only once, and then they stop.’”


  The outside door flew open and half of a whole gale came in. A tall boy came in along with it. The lantern gave a lurch and nearly blew out.


  “Jehosaphat! Take it easy, Bill. Do you want to turn the whole house upside down? Shut that door to!”


  The extra son pushed the door to with his back. He had the mudflats still on him. He walked over to the table and threw down a long brown thing.


  “See what I got clamming. Dug it up out of that old shell heap on Back Bay.”


  The boy’s father picked up the brown thing.


  “Some old boy’s femur,” he said. “And golly! That was a man to fill up a pair of pants! Must have stood six-six in his stocking feet.”


  The philosopher held the bone up to the light. It was brown as an oak leaf in November and it flaked to dust where he nicked it with his thumbnail. “Been there in that gravel a long time. Look, see!” He broke the long bone in two like a straw. He took up one end and ran his fingers over the knobs lovingly. He riddled off all the Latin names for the femur’s protuberances.


  The stranger in their midst sat up and took notice. He wasn’t used to Maine fishermen. He did not know that most of them have more than one string to their bow. He had not expected to find an authority on human anatomy in this fishing place. He did not know that this philosopher-fisherman had pored over Gerrish’s Anatomy till he knew it by heart.


  The philosopher went on showing off and shooting off steam for the stranger’s benefit.


  “Linea aspera, peroneal trochanter, tibial trochanter, posterior intertrochanteric ridge ... Godfrey!” the reciter called out suddenly. “They souped him!”


  The femur bone had been cooked. A long gash had been cut near the end of the bone to draw off the marrow.


  “Good God!” said the stranger. “Who was it?”


  “Well,” the philosopher said slowly. “That’d take a mighty smart feller to figure out. Rodney Jasper maybe. Your guess is as good’s mine. You see, he’s been cooked and eaten a good long time.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “Because he’s one of them Oyster Shell People and they got through with the bones in that shell bank Bill here dug into somewheres around ten thousand years ago.”


  “The Oyster Shell People?”


  “Yes.” Cap’n Cy Bibber pulled down his jumper and settled himself back on his heels. “Them Oyster Shell People was the old-time settlers on the Kennebec. You dig them up now and then when you go clamming ’round here. Their bones ain’t much, they go to pieces quick when the air strikes them. But their teeth are still good. Better’n yours and mine right this minute. You get a lot of good teeth out of them shell pits. Did you see any teeth, Bill?”


  “No, wan’t any sign of a skull or anything.”


  “Them Oyster Shell boys was old-timers, all right. But they wan‘t the first settlers on the Kennebec. There was folks here before them. The Red Paint People.”


  “Red Paint?”


  “Yes, sir. They was the real old-timers. They fished for herring here more thousands of years ago than I’ve got fingers and toes. And my daddy saw to it that I got the regulation number.”


  “Where does the red paint come in?”


  “Oh, that? That’s the red stuff you always find around where you find their graves. Looks like a lump of red ocher or red clay. You may find arrowheads and axes, or you may not. But you always find that. Their bones didn’t last out. But their paint is just as fresh as the day they took it into their graves. It sticks to your hands and it don’t come off easy. The scientific fellers say it’s iron oxide. But they don’t know what it was for. The red stuff is always there. Maybe it’s something to do with some god or other they had. Maybe it’s something to do with a man. Sort of gets you thinking someway. Red, like a man. Like blood. They must have dipped down deep somewheres or other to get stuff red as that. Red, like a man’s blood. Hard to get off your hands. Like blood.”






4  Good Eating Begins in Maine


  The first settlers on the banks of the Kennebec were Stone Age men. Nobody knows what race they were, where they came from, or where they went. They were fishers and hunters, that we know, as all Kennebec men have been down to today. They may have dredged up oysters and speared the salmon and sturgeon, they may have made love in the brief, fierce summers of Maine and looked at sunsets that are woven on no looms of weather save those of the evergreen coasts, they may have waged wars and lived and died here for thirty thousand years. Perhaps the clear blue river was worked into their being deeper than in any of the dewdrop people who have shone only briefly by the Kennebec since their day. They belong to the time before the sun was up.


  Yet now and then, at Carratunk and elsewhere, a few things they left turn up like flakes of the morning stars. And we know that they brought down the caribou with small flints delicately sculptured as the petals on a daisy. We know they took loveliness in their hands when they went out with strings of rawhide to fling about the slim legs of running deer, for the stones that weighted the ends of the string are proportioned as exquisitely as Greek vases and their sides are graven with threefold patterning as right as the cusps of a lotus flower. When they took the skins off their quarry, they did it with stone knives tapered and hollowed as thin as the shell of the freshwater clam. When they ran through the ancient evergreens, they wore around their necks a hundred young new moons, slim crescents of blue stone pierced twice for the rawhide that bound them all together. They learned lovely shapes from the sun and moon and trees. These are small words out of the night, but eloquent ones, and words of a universal language.


  Tools can tell the story of a race as surely as temples. These primitive Kennebec men were artists. Their artifacts are considered the finest of the whole Stone Age. Loveliness helped them win their food, as it helps their modern kinsmen; the artists who learn symmetry today from the birds and the leaves and the trees along the great river.


  And there is the mystery that is dug up always with the dust of their bones—the red clay. Scientists can tell you the exact spot where those ancient Maine men found the iron oxide: on the slope of Katahdin, the mountain that sits in the heart of Maine and pours out the great Penobscot. But they cannot tell you whether this color was used for decorating the body or embalming the dead, to keep the color of life among the bones, or whether it was a thing having to do with a lost religion. Perhaps it links the earliest Kennebec men to the extinct Beothuks of Newfoundland, who smeared their bodies with it and were called Red Indians and Red-skinned, or Red-painted, people by the first European codfisherfolk who saw them in the sixteenth century. The clay is found in lumps or smeared over the bottoms of graves there and in Massachusetts and on Lake Champlain, as well as in Maine.


  From graves in the earth, the Kennebec’s story passes on to monuments rising high above it, from the Red Paint People to another lost race, the Oyster Shell Men. The mementos that these latter have left us suggest that, unlike their beauty-loving predecessors, it was the flesh rather than the spirit that profited them. They were epicures and gluttons.


  The largest monuments to human hunger in all the world are in the Kennebec region—heaps of oyster shells that represent thousands of years of fine eating. There are some shell banks along the Kennebec, but they are thickest on the tidal Damariscotta River, one of the many indentations of the sea that lace the Kennebec mouth to the east. Here, on both sides of the water, they form cliffs 25 feet high. One such heap is over a hundred rods square, and this cenotaph to man’s appetite contains 45 million cubic feet of oyster shells. These shell mounds are rather curiously grouped, and some people believe that their arrangement had some religious significance. Maybe they are temples to the God Gastronomy! He is one of the oldest of our deities.


  Around this largest of man’s dining tables, ancient men and women sat and rose so many notches nearer heaven as the centuries went by and their table and chairs grew under them. Their cloth was always white. Today’s dinner was always waiting in the water below; they had only to dish it up. A page of history, for once, reads like a chronicle of Elysium. When the world is so full of pyramids and tombs and triumphal arches to man’s cruelty, it is good to have such jovial memorials as these shell banks. Sometimes, though, diggers come upon human skulls and other bones even here. But I like to believe that their owners reassigned them willingly, having eaten too many oysters to survive their joy! The old bones crumble when exposed to the air, and only the teeth that accounted for the ancient shellfish survive.


  These, the arrowheads, and the spoons and dishes that always are lost at banquets, have outlasted their owners and the years. Copper spoons and shards of pottery and celts of fine workmanship tell in a few simple lines the tale of a highly advanced culture, in which eating was not the least of the arts. It is an elegiac note, warning us that the world does not always move forward to better things.


  Not even the thing in nature. Many of these Damariscotta shells that have survived the creatures who built and the creatures who ate them are larger than oysters known now. Purchas, in His Pilgrimage, says that the colonists sent out by Sir John Popham found “oysters nine inches in length: and were told that on the other side they were twice as great.” So the shellfish were still there in 1607 and the red men had inherited the old banquet tables.


  But the oysters are gone now. Some change in the seasons, perhaps, swept the food of tens of thousands of years out of existence; or some more subtle revolution in the sea’s housekeeping, like that which has obliterated all the eelgrass in the Maine bays since I was a boy spearing flounders there, and now brought back the quahaugs that had disappeared almost completely for two decades.


  The only two oyster beds in Maine in recent times that I know of were the oyster pavilion across the bay from my father’s farm, where thick-mustached Victorian beaux in plaid vests ate themselves groggy on imported oysters, and the sad attempt of the Bureau of Fisheries to plant oysters in Buttermilk Creek. Cap’n Cy Bibber, the fisherman­philosopher at large and my authority on the human anatomy, likes to tell what became of that experiment:


  “You see, my friend, Cap”n Stover, he got to worrying about them poor oysters out there in Buttermilk. It bothered him nights. He knew what the ice would do to them shellfish when it made in the winter. It would freeze onto the oysters and lift them right out of their warm beds and carry them out into deep water and drown them. It worried Cap’n Stover terrible. So when it came on November, he went out and took them all in. You can still see the shells round his back doorstep. Cap’n Stover always had the name of being a softhearted man. Yes, sirree!”



5  The Dawn People


  When the first navigators from Europe nosed their way up the Kennebec, the tall, handsome Abenakis were the people who gathered with the starry-eyed deer to see them go past.


  The Abenakis called themselves The Dawn People and they were very sure they had owned the Kennebec River from the creation of the world, when it had been handed to them, bright and new as a dewdrop, from the hands of the Great Master of Life. They were also certain that they were the best tribe of the whole Algonkin family. They were not the simple children of nature that Europeans were expecting to find in the forest of the New World. They were part Caliban and part Ariel; perhaps in equal proportions, until the best in the Europeans brought out the wolf and the fox in them. They did not live off a rich land without effort, lying at ease beside steams and trees that spread banquets at their feet. They were a lean and hungry, hard-bitten people. They were great hunters and fishers. They had to work for the right of inhabiting the banks of the Kennebec, as later Kennebec men had to do. It has always been a river that made men.


  Half the year was white hunger, with the salmon and sturgeon locked under crystal, the deer and moose walled round with snow. Fire and food were precious, slender things. The Indians treasured food in holes in the earth, in smoky houses of bark and skin
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