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“The essays in Earthkeeping by naturalist-painter-writer Gary Saunders sum up his rich life in Newfoundland and Nova Scotia from the days of poverty-tinged fly-tying to the cod moratorium, as well as the seal glut, bumblebees and hornets, rural houses and characters, and the unparalleled close-up observation of a dragonfly eating a moosefly. The depth and cumulative value of these essays lies in Saunders’s habit of skilled and repetitive observation. A prophetic afterword echoes his hope for earth’s continuance as a sanctuary for life. This is a book for all of us, how we have lived and where we are going.”

— Annie Proulx, author of Barkskins




“Warm, wise, and funny. Like stones plucked from a pebble beach, each essay is polished by a lifetime of country living. I eked them out with my morning coffee, one by delightful one, not wanting them to end.”

— Beth Powning, author of The Sister’s Tale and Home: Chronicle of a North Country Life




“Secretly we cherish ‘a moment when Nature’s beauty first smote us.’ Gary Saunders reflects upon and investigates his relationship with the natural world, guiding himself to preserve his spiritual and conscious relationship with the world around him while still articulating his own irresponsibilities. Not without warnings, Earthkeeping reveals a kind wisdom and poet’s eye that I revelled in.”

— Boyd Chubbs, author of The Electric City




“This is a whopper, but what have we hooked? A journal, an autobiography? Neither net is large enough to land Gary Saunders’s Earthkeeping, a splendid gathering of stories by this devout family man, artist, forester, environmentalist, and superb storyteller. The end result is what we find here: evocative, inciteful, provocative, and even fanciful snapshots telling of a rich life incorporating knowledge and traditions of rural life in fine art and in science.”

— Dirk van Loon, founder of Rural Delivery




“Gary Saunders has the brain of a scientist, the eye of a painter, and the heart of a poet. Whether describing ticks or dovekies, the origins of oatmeal or the development of house paint, Earthkeeping will hold your interest with a marvelous balance of personal story and clearly rendered science. These essays on rural themes are lovely, intimate conversations between reader and writer, a magical blend of folk art and academic clarity. The writing sings.”

— Robin McGrath, author of Life on the Mista Shipu: Dispatches from Labrador




“Charming, thoughtful, and highly readable. Each vignette is a reminder of the richness and meaning contained in our everyday interactions with the natural world. Together, they’re a plea for a world that’s very much worth saving.”

— Tom Cheney, conservationist, ecologist, and award-winning journalist
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Foreword

I’ve forgotten the exact date, somewhere in the seventies, but I remember well that foggy night on Duckworth Street in St. John’s, and the open door of a pub letting in the distant murmur of a foghorn. A group of us, professors, students, and would-be writers, were clustered in a corner listening to Alden Nowlan. He had just completed his poetry reading at the university and was feeling in good spirits about it all, glad to be back in the province, he said. That was the night he mentioned the name Gary Saunders, a multitalented Newfoundlander living in the Maritimes. He told us he was a big fan of Gary’s work from day one, praising him for his humane zest for life; his easy, evocative style; and his love for his Newfoundland origins. Up to this time, I was not familiar with Gary but, after that night, I went looking. And I wasn’t disappointed.

In the following days, I came across a colour plate reproduction of one of Gary’s paintings, an “autumn” composition, a prize-winner in a past Arts and Letters Competition. This was a particular pleasure for me, a free-flowing, semi-abstract, mixed-media piece with lines of glue, raised cords under the vibrant colours; it transported me to a pensive point in our island landscape, somewhere I’d been before — yet far beyond that to a universal realm, the enticing woods of myth and fairy tale. Years later, when I asked Gary about this painting, he described to me how he dribbled “white glue straight from the container onto his horizontal canvas. Free style, yes, but thinking of falling leaves as they loop from side to side on a windless autumn day, taking sometimes several minutes to reach the ground from a tall tree.”

— TOM DAWE, St. John’s Poet Laureate, 2010-13





Introduction Nature under Glass?


Every time we take away a technology, we find a gift underneath.

— Minutes of the Lead Pencil Club



Believe it or not, you and I were once citizens of an enchanted land where the sky was never so blue and the grass never so green, and every day was a week long. I mean the land of childhood. And though we’ve since mislaid our passports, secretly we cherish a moment when Nature’s beauty first smote us.

This was brought home to me years ago, when I worked in a sunless basement office with a single upstairs window at sidewalk level — tough for a forester-educator. Though we brightened the place with prints and philodendrons, plus a geranium on a windowsill over the stairs, I grabbed any excuse to escape outdoors, especially when the air began to smell of spring.

One such March day, a child’s cry stopped me on the stairs.

“Mommy! Wait!” Outside the window I saw two pairs of snow boots wheel and stop. “Look, Mommy! The red flower!”

What flower, I thought, unaware that our sulky geranium had finally bloomed. Then the window darkened, and a little girl’s face hovered in the frame like a Botticelli.

I’d seen that rapt expression before. It was our daughter Gillian, age seven or so, reverently pouring her first catch of live tadpoles into our bathtub. It was our little Matthew gazing up into a huge sugar maple’s armature of branches while sap plink-plonked from drilled spiles into empty pails beside him. It was our little son Robin, plopped on his belly, watching carpenter ants snip their post-flight nuptial wings.

Moments later the window girl was gone. Without ever seeing me she restored my faith in childhood’s passion for Nature — even Nature under glass. She also softened a cynical anecdote I’d recently read: Worried mom asks TV-loving, computer-nerd son why he prefers playing indoors. Son replies, “More electrical outlets.” The anecdote disturbs me even more today. Thanks to the internet and web, the cathode ray tube has become our favourite window on the natural world — Nature under glass, indeed.

Which may be okay for jaded adults; for small children it is not. True, the tube is unbeatable for sourcing information. A five-year-old can now click on maple or frog or ant and download the whole scoop in seconds. Download everything, that is, but the texture, smell, taste, the weather, the local lore — the joy.

For the tube is cerebral, instant, remote, an electronic dispenser of insipid picture-sound pablum. Nature by contrast is physical, ongoing, present — a live provider of hot porridge for bodymindspirit. Compared to the wet wriggle of a tadpole through the fingers amid birdsong on a scented May morning, the tube is a poor bargain. One bite of clove, said a Sufi master, tells more than watching a whole spice caravan go by. Young souls need that jolt to really germinate into Nature lovers.

But maybe I needn’t fear for our millennial children plugged into the electronic hive, nor fret about a digital future where virtual Nature is all young Canada knows. Maybe the global marketeers won’t persuade future voters that clean water really comes from a plastic jug, food from a grocer, wood from a lumberyard, power from a wall plug. But I fear they will — unless we reach them first with the truth.

Dr. Fraser Mustard, renowned Canadian physician and educator, warned that children who don’t learn basic coping skills by age six may never master them. (What’s more basic than Earthkeeping? Earthkeeping as here intended is stewardship writ large.) For, thanks to modern communications and travel, we’ve shrunk the globe, while rampant consumerism and population growth are making ever-greater demands on a finite resource. Sure, we now have fine outdoor education centres and greener public school curricula. The trouble is, they all kick in too late for toddlers. No, for them it’s up to parents, aunts, uncles, daycare workers.

Luckily the job doesn’t demand a doctorate in science, nor a private nature park. Love, common sense, and a vacant lot — even a potted plant — will do. And luckily there are immediate rewards. On a nature walk with Cub Scouts, I challenged them to name one everyday thing that doesn’t come from Planet Earth. Eagerly they listed Ninja Turtles, contact lenses, computer chips. Each time, I shook my head.

“I know!” cried one. “Pizza!” (Perhaps he was hungry.) So we ticked off pizza’s ingredients. It came out the same. As my Great Truth sank in, you could have heard an acorn drop. “All from the Earth? Cool!”

“Yes, and only from the Earth.”
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Part One The Life Rural
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A Place in Time

For over half a century now we’ve lived in an old Nova Scotia farmhouse near the Bay of Fundy’s eastern end. Our windows look out on a patchwork quilt of woodlot, field, and salt marsh rich in legend and history: Glooscap, Champlain, Evangeline, the New England Planters of 1760–61. Tourists gawk at our monster tides — “World’s Highest!” — and take home photos of black-and-white cows posing on pastures impossibly green.

“What a lovely spot you have!” visitors say. “So peaceful.”

Well, not always. The month of May can be noisy as dairy farmers roar up and down the gravel road lugging laden manure-spreaders and seeding the cattle corn or alfalfa that will feed their herds come winter. Same with September and October, as they harvest and store those precious crops. But mostly it’s quiet out here. And quiet was what we sought after life in Toronto and St. John’s. Quiet, and a place of our own, after renting for several years with a growing family. And since both of us were raised rural, Beth on a New Brunswick farm near the Richibucto River, I on the Gander River estuary in northeast Newfoundland, it was rural we went looking for, and found in 1969. We even found a river, the Salmon that empties into Nova Scotia’s Cobequid Bay near Truro. True, its waters are always cloudy with Fundy’s pinkish tidal silt — but nothing’s perfect. More important, since by now we had three kids under age five and planned to stay, it was far enough from the nasty new shopping malls to tempt them for a decade or so yet.

It was this landscape — rolling pastures and mixed woods enclosing our fifth-hectare of sloping, unkempt lawn and a run-down apple orchard — that greeted us five that June. Across the road was a small pond where tree frogs trilled every evening. To the north lay Acadian dike-lands, and, beyond that, tidal marshes, the bay itself, across the bay more marshland and, behind that, the blue three hundred-metre Cobequid Hills.

As for our century-plus home-to-be, it had stood unpainted for fifteen years. Starlings were breeding in its rain gutters and tree swallows nested atop the hydro power pipe. Otherwise the house was sound, its roof level, and its rooms livable with some work. Five years later we bought what, as a forester, I’d long craved: a nearby woodlot, twenty-five hectares to call our own. All of these, plus our subsequent vegetable and herb gardens and my berry patch, would help me weather a coming cancer ordeal — but that’s another story.

Before that we’d rented a vacant house up the road for five years. Unaccountably, it seemed to us then, the nearest village was called Old Barns. (Canada Post later changed our part of it, the Shore Road loop, to Clifton, a more upscale, less odorous handle.) During those years our landlord Carman Forbes and his wife, Viola, lived just up the road. Our monthly rent of only twenty dollars was a lifesaver for a college-broke young family, and possible only because the place lacked an indoor bathroom. Our three kids, familiar with flush toilets, revelled in the outdoor privy, even inviting their friends to use it. Carman later replaced it with an indoor facility, for which we gladly paid an extra fifty dollars a month.

Asked about the village name, Carman smiled; a story was coming. “Well,” he began, “many of our ancestors shipped here from New England, Massachusetts in particular. They weren’t Loyalists, that was later; this was six years after the Expulsion of the original settlers in 1755, the Acadians. The newcomers were called Planters, brought here to take up vacated Acadian lands.

“The story goes that those ancestors, sailing east up Cobequid Bay to settle, were told to watch on the south shore for two hexagon-shaped French barns, which the soldiers tasked with torching their homesteads had spared to mark the safest route ashore across the treacherous mud flats at low tide. Hence the name.”

Those Acadians, he went on, had arrived around 1690 from earlier settlements around Grand Pré, near today’s Wolfville. They came from northwestern France to escape the endless squabbles between France and England. This was all news to me. Our Newfoundland school textbooks, though they described France’s seasonal Grand Banks cod fishery and the Seven Years’ War, focused instead on how France kept trying to capture St. John’s. There was scant mention of the Indigenous Beothuk, and as for the Mi'kmaq, who were early present on the southwest coast and later rivals to the Beothuk, their only mention that I recall was of the French using them as allies in their wars.

So I did some research. Seems their place came from the Mi'kmaw worda'kati, meaning “place of,” as in Shubenacadie (“the place where wild potatoes grow”). As early as 1604, French explorer Samuel de Champlain had scouted the Bay of Fundy. Anxious to attract royal support for colonization, he played up its supposed mineral wealth. Thus he named the inner part Bason des Mines, and named a prominent nearby headland Cap d’Or (names eventually anglicized to Minas Basin and Cape d’Or), for what seemed like gold glinting from its cliffs. (It turned out to be copper.)

In 1605, after a hard winter at Saint Croix, an island near today’s Saint John River, Champlain sailed south across Fundy into today’s sheltered Annapolis Basin. There he built a stockade, the first European habitation in what is now Canada. Later the British, after several failed attacks, finally took it. They renamed it Fort Anne after their then queen, and the valley and its river became Annapolis.

For settlers a major attraction of the Minas Basin was its wide tidal marshes. Flushed twice daily by the world’s highest tides, laden with rich brown silt from Triassic sandstone, diluted by a dozen streams, these marshes abounded in waterfowl and coarse Spartina grass for the taking. The Acadians that followed Champlain, familiar with diking techniques back home in Normandy and Brittany, soon set to work with horses and sturdy homemade carts to wall out the high tides with brush-filled earthworks, much like beaver dams only crammed with dried mud and sodded over.

But these sea barriers also trapped in streams and their flash floods. So the builders equipped them with clever wooden culvert-like aboiteaux (literally, “water-boxes”) with top-hinged doors that opened only outward — valves, in effect — at low tide, thereby letting fresh water escape. Building such dikes before the age of steam shovels, front-end loaders, and dump trucks was brutally hard work. For tools all the Acadians had were homemade wooden spades, horse- or ox-drawn carts, hand-bars, and wheelbarrows. And until all gaps were closed, they could work only when the tide was out, a narrow window of a few hours each day and night.

Still, it was easier than clearing the surrounding woods. In our damp climate such clearings rapidly restocked to aspen and grey birch, then to fir and spruce. Besides, marshland soil was rock-free and very fertile once rain had rinsed the salt away. The Acadians did of course clear some woodland for homes, barns, and kitchen gardens. And they did fell many large trees for bridges, wharves, fencing, farm implements, fish weirs, boats, and ships. Moreover, unless they were able to afford coal from the Louisbourg area of Île Royale (later Cape Breton), they needed year-round firewood for cooking and heating and for making charcoal for blacksmithing.

Once they had walled out the sea and got rid of the brine, Acadian families needed only to fence the family hectares and maintain an allotted section of dike, especially after storms. And marsh mud, carted or wheel-barrowed to their herb and vegetable gardens, made excellent fertilizer.

With those gardens, with a patch of rye for bread and one of oats to feed the hens and oxen, with a field of flax to provide linen for cloth and linseed oil for waterproofing oilskins and for cooking; with a pig or two fed on kitchen scraps for winter ham and bacon; and, above all, with marshland to graze cattle on for beef to eat and sell, the Acadians finally made themselves a good life.

In those decades, continued Carman, our local dikes were fairly short, enclosing a few hectares at the mouths of brooks. But at Grand Pré (Great Prairie) in the eastern Annapolis Valley they eventually encompassed 1,215 hectares (3,000 acres). Apart from the Seven Years’ War, fought partly to decide who owned eastern North America, it was a hard but satisfying life. Then in 1755, as noted, came the dreaded Expulsion or Grand dérangment. The routine was simple. The Acadian men of each village — imagine their families’ misgivings, anticipating what was coming — were herded into a church or other public place and presented with an ultimatum: take the British oath of allegiance or face deportation.

Most Acadians, said Carman, wanting no part in those distant wars (though they gladly sold beef to Louisbourg), naturally refused. The rest is well known, how whole Acadian villages were torched and their occupants crowded onto ships bound for English colonies and elsewhere, even back to France, separating families in the process. This is the tragedy that American poet Longfellow immortalizes in his verse saga Evangeline, about the fictional heroine and her lost lover, Gabriel.

However, hundreds of Acadians escaped the Expulsion by hiding out around the Bay of Fundy. One such refuge was Cape Chignecto, where Indigenous allies from the Wabanaki Confederacy helped them survive on clams and seal meat. Then, in the summer of 1758, New England troops finally succeeded, by a brilliant landward attack, in taking the mighty French fortress on Île Royale. “With General Wolfe’s capture of Quebec,” concluded Carman, “France’s overseas empire fell apart.”

Later we learned that some Acadians returned from Louisiana and elsewhere to settle in southwest Nova Scotia, on Île Royale (now Prince Edward Island), and in coastal New Brunswick’s Cocagne and other villages where their descendants still dwell. Nearly two decades after the New England Planters and others took up their vacated lands hereabouts, came the American Revolution. Thousands of Loyalists, no longer welcome there, plus disbanded soldiers were given land grants here. Finally, the nineteenth century saw thousands of other immigrants arrive from Scotland, Northern Ireland, and Europe.

It was those latter colonists, unfamiliar with diking but used to land clearing, who “let daylight in the swamp,” meaning our ancient mixed wood forest. By the late 1800s, roughly two fifths of Maritime old growth would be cleared for agriculture and town lots. Meanwhile the Acadians’ neglected seawalls suffered the assaults of tide and storm. Wide swaths of their hard-won hay meadows were reclaimed by salt water. Trees like beech, rock maple, and yellow birch, too big and flinty for the crude axes of the day — the crosscut saw hadn’t been invented —were killed by girdling (notching) the trunk. Left to dry for a year or two, they were either burned in piles or junked for firewood. On windless days or in muggy weather a pall of acrid smoke became a harsh summertime reality. Finally, before plowing and seeding, the grey ashes were spread to sweeten the otherwise acidic soil. Tree stumps too huge to be removed were often left to rot. Within a decade the hinterland, then called Cobequid, now Truro (“True Road,” originally after a county town of Cornwall, England), was squared off into neat farms and woodlots bounded by roads.

Generations later, New Brunswick’s Acadian novelist Antonine Maillet would recount, in her fictional La Sagouine, how her “Cajun” ancestors straggled back from Louisiana by ox cart and shank’s mare to reclaim what scraps of land and fishing sites the Englishers had not taken in their absence. Anglophone Planter descendants like Carman and later a son and grandson still farm their Holstein dairy cattle here.

And made us late-comers welcome. Whatever ancestral apologies are owed to the Mi'kmaw and the Acadians should come from me, not my spouse, for her ancestors were Scots — Robertson, MacWilliam, MacMichael — who suffered similar evictions, whereas mine hail from medieval Anglo-Saxon usurpers (Gillinghams and Saunderses) on my father’s side, seventh-century Anglo-Saxon (Waterman and Layman) on my mother’s. First as renters, then as neighbours, finally as friends — we’ve stayed to this day.





Meditating in the Country

Visitors to our village near the Bay of Fundy’s eastern end, where we’ve lived for many years, always remark on the peacefulness here. I thought so too — until I tried to meditate. The word “meditate” literally means to “middle” or centre oneself. This never interested me much until I visited a Montréal retreat centre founded in 1977 by the late John Main. A Benedictine monk, Fr. Main revived the lost tradition of Christian meditation — “listening prayer” — and transplanted it to Canada and the world. That weekend, kneeling with others on little pillows in the peaceful meditation hall on Mount Royal’s leafy shoulder, I vowed to take his peace home with me. All I had to do was sit still in a quiet place twice a day and mentally chant my word, my mantra, for twenty to thirty minutes.

No problem. I’m an early riser, the kids have grown and flown, we’re surrounded by open fields. Isn’t it amazing how a fresh viewpoint can alter your take on reality? Join me, then, at dawn on a June morning during my first year of meditation. A waning sickle moon hangs in my open, east-facing window as I sit comfortably erect, muscles relaxed, eyes closed. The only sound is my breathing. Inhale. Exhale. Then, silently, I begin to recite the four-syllable word, Ma-ra-na-tha, which means “Come, Lord Jesus” in Aramaic, that quells all distracting thoughts. Slowly the mind’s chatter subsides, the heart’s drumbeat slows. A tide of peace creeps in.

“Cawww!”

A lone crow in our elm tree announces the sun. Answering calls float up from the far forest. A chorus of robins, white-throats, and warblers chime in. With effort I resume my mantra. Moments later our dog Sidney descends stiffly from his creaky stuffed chair, pads across the porch floor and noisily slurps water. Say your mantra.

Then comes the purr of the fridge compressor cutting in, followed by the furnace burner, followed by the furnace fan. Warm, dry air brushes my cheek. Say the mantra. A housefly, warmed by the rising sun, revs its motor and blunders about between window curtain and sash. A whiff of new-mown hay tickles my nose. Never mind, say your word.

Next a woodpecker (whether downy or hairy I can’t tell) starts to jackhammer the nearest sugar maple. Normally this is a cheerful sound, but this morning it annoys me. Across the way a male chickadee whistles his three-note “Sweet weath-err.” No one can be annoyed with a chickadee. Around 7:00 a.m. the first car speeds along our gravel road. That would be Glenn, who works flex-time at the sign shop in town. Under his tires the newly graded gravel sounds like cornflakes being crushed, which gives me a hunger pang. Say your…

Now Sidney woofs politely under the kitchen door. Sid is nearly eleven — seventy-seven in human years — and his bladder, like mine, isn’t what it used to be. Hold on, Sid.

A louder racket heralds the passage of McCurdy’s manure tanker hauling five thousand litres of ammonia-scented slush to a holding pond. Barrelling close behind comes the school bus. For some years now it has gone by without stopping at our place. A pleasing thought — but not today. Never mind; try again.

But it’s no use. The commotion will only escalate. Maybe monks in hilltop retreats can do it; I can’t. My stomach growling approval, I rise, go downstairs, let Sid out, feed the cats, light the wood stove, fill the tea kettle, do some tai chi, take a shower, start the day.

Maybe I picked the wrong month. For our June countryside pulsates with urgent life. Life is no quiet thing. Were our ears sharp enough, we’d hear the bumping of mitochondria and chloroplast, the kiss of bees from blossom to blossom, the gurgle of sap in a million grass stems, the cosmic whoosh of our solar system hurtling toward the distant constellation Vega.

I did struggle on for another two years. Now I pray a different prayer. Not to Nature, who cares not a fig for human piety or wisdom, but to the God beyond. Though for all we know, the morning conversation of crows may hide more wisdom than all the mantras of all the sages of distant Kathmandu.





Robinsong

Recovering at home from cancer surgery one spring, for- bidden to lift anything heavier than a book for six weeks, I spent hours resting on our deck, watching the grass grow, listening to the music of tree frogs (aka spring peepers) and songbirds. As the regular frog and toad concerts from a nearby pond faded, so did the winter notes of blue jay, chickadee, and ring-necked pheasant. Next, migrant birds took up the chorus, led by returning male robins. Then came the sparrow tribe, notably the melodious song sparrow with its dark chest patch, whistling sweet variations on a theme known only to them, elixir for my ailing spirit. I don’t even count the monotonous cheeping of the introduced “English sparrow” (European weaver finch), which can’t sing for beans. But soon afterwards, when our crab-apple tree bloomed, we were treated to a week or two of yellow warbler arias among the pink-and-white blossoms.

Meanwhile, the salt marshes north of us were coming alive with migrant sandpipers, plovers, and other shorebirds, their voices mostly lost to me by distance. As for woodpeckers, our feeder guests of last winter were away to the woods to mate and lay eggs. And as for the noisy, ant-eating yellow-shafted flicker, I was too early. With luck, however, I might see a sapsucker drilling our apple trees.

Back then the monotonous treetop wheezing of starlings — it’s called a murmuration — was rare. Introduced from England to New York City in 1890 by a Shakespeare buff intent on importing every bird mentioned in the Bard’s plays, including the weaver finch, this intelligent nuisance soon overran the northeast and by 1941 had reached California.

But the avian songster who most delighted my hungering ears that spring was native Robin Redbreast. Migrating early from Mexico and the Gulf coast, clusters of males had arrived with the last snow flurries to select, advertise, and defend chosen territories. One male chose for his soapbox our giant elm. For days on end his quicksilver folderols floated down, no two sounding exactly alike.

Perhaps his brain was addled by multiple mini-concussions? Glimpsing his reflection in our windows, he repeatedly charged the supposed rival, raking the glass with beak and claw. To help my own concussed brain recall those songs, an earlier fall on ice having cost me a tooth filling, I translated them into English. “Cheerily, cheerily, cheer, cheer — cheer!” was his commonest rendition. Years later I would learn that Canadian novelist Kyo Maclear, in her lovely 2017 memoir Birds Art Life, used virtually the same wording. But my Maritime songster went further. From my journal:


Sometimes he does a final exclamation that sounds like “Read it!” Or perhaps “Eat it!” Sometimes there’s also a querulous end note that sounds like “See?” And sometimes he changes the order. Meanwhile, far away, nearly out of earshot, an answering male cries, “Hear me? Hear?”



Which calls to mind a Prussian UNB classmate of mine who, on first hearing our native robin sing, judged it inferior to its Old World counterpart. The word Kris used was “undisciplined.” He had a point. I’ve heard the European robin in England, and it is hauntingly lovely. And, yes, disciplined. What Kris likely didn’t know was that ours isn’t a true robin, but one of our several native thrushes. Anyone who has heard the heart-melting threnody of our hermit thrush in dusky woods at sunset or dawn, as I often have under canvas on forest surveys, knows what I mean. Melodic variation is a thrush specialty, and in our spring meadows the redbreast is undisputed king.
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I Miss My Barbers

I miss my barbers. Both of them. Not that it takes two to handle my dwindling thatch. These two women happen to own the Truro, Nova Scotia, shop I’ve gone to since the 1980s. Each has her own cubicle and chair, so phoning ahead for my monthly trim I never know which one I’ll get. Nor do I care; both are excellent. Not for nothing did a Canadian literary critic call barbering “the genial profession…whose motto is ‘I serve.’”

But thanks to COVID-19, they’re now both jobless, their shop shuttered. Calling recently to check, I heard the recorded voice of one saying, huskily I thought, “Hi, valued customers, we’ve been ordered, as of midnight tonight, to close until further notice. We will miss you all. Hopefully this will pass quickly. Until then, stay safe.”

Truth to tell, I miss them as much for the talk as the trim. For no sooner was I seated and caped, no sooner had the ritual question been asked, “Leave some over the ears this time?” than we’d be off and running. Life, Love, Parenting, Politics. You name it, we talked it.

And this wasn’t unique. Of the six or so barbers of all genders I’d known over the years, all were great at conversation. They didn’t learn that in barber school. It comes with the trade.

Come to think about it, how else could anyone snip or style human hair six days a week, year in, year out, without going dotty? And that’s only half the equation. The other half is the clientele with their unique life stories. And let’s face it, most of us, in unguarded moments, like on a plane among strangers, tend to tell more than we mean to. With barbershop intimacy it’s hard not to talk freely.

The difference here is trust. Here, on home ground so to speak, we’re communing with someone we feel we know. Indeed, your regular barber or stylist may know as much about you as do your friends or even your kinfolk. What a book they could write! (A local barber nearing retirement once asked me to help with his. Carefully, I declined.)

In some ways one’s barber is like a priest-confessor. Or, better — since there’s cash involved — like a personal therapist. Mine charged eighteen dollars per cut, including a beard trim — a real bargain. Post-COVID they’ll likely charge more. (Tip yours if you can, they deserve it!)

So no wonder I miss those two. Not only did they make me look almost respectable, they helped me face my days. Now, thanks to COVID, I can’t even wave to them through their shop window.

Meanwhile, my remaining hair keeps growing. And though I can manage to do a passable beard trim, doing the back of my head is, so to speak, beyond me. Besides, hair is so unforgiving. Mis-cuts can’t be glued back on. Blunders show for weeks afterwards.

Still, my spouse, braver than I and also barber-less, did her own last winter. Overnight she went from a respectable shoulder-length senior to a spiky-tufted motorcycle moll. Took some getting used to, for both of us. But it turned out to be a smart move. Now she won’t need another cut for months.

I’m torn between doing the same or letting mine grow till the lockdown ends, if ever. What that would look like — the hair, I mean — I’ve no idea. Part of me likes the Mark Twain look — but then Twain, unlike me, had that magnificent silver mane and no beard, just a moustache. Albert Einstein? Same problem. For models that leaves Karl Marx, Walt Whitman, and Charles



Darwin. All three had full beards, but Darwin’s dome was bare like mine. Charlie it is.

Foolishness aside, who knows, post-COVID, what “normal” will look like? For all we know, total baldness may be in. If I’m still around then — it could be years — I may try shaving the works, sideburns, beard, and all.

Move over, Captain Picard!





Part Two Ecology





Peeper Spring

My fingers tingle with cold as I listen in the April dusk, clipboard in hand. Tendrils of Fundy fog climb my waders. Too early, I think. Best try next week. As I turn to go, a piercingly sweet trill stops me in mid-stride. Excitedly I scribble date and time, air and water temperatures on my Nova Scotia Museum tally sheet. The tree frogs have awakened!

It felt good that spring night, knowing hundreds of volunteers like me were out counting frogs in the rain. For frogs of all sorts are mysteriously declining worldwide. FrogWatch is Nova Scotia’s do-it-yourself approach to monitoring our own amphibian populations. For such a new program, the turnout of volunteers was strong. But it’s not surprising, because most Nova Scotians care about their environment.

What is surprising is that after three hundred and fifty years of use and abuse, that environment is surprisingly hale. Mixed forests still clothe three-fourths of the peninsula. Eastern cougar and peregrine falcon seem to be coming back.

Moreover, most Bluenosers still lead rural lives. No doubt the province’s compact geography, with no place farther away than a five hours’ drive from the centre, helps to explain this. So do family ties and nostalgia. But the real reason is love of place.

For me, kinship and nostalgia had nothing to do with moving here in 1965. The Truro job looked interesting; the pay was decent. Once we had a car, we explored. Between us Beth and I had already lived in Newfoundland, Ontario, British Columbia, and the Yukon. Somehow this felt better. Nature on a human scale? Something.

In the ensuing years, my work in natural resources took me all over the province. Slowly its natural assets grew on me. And until the early nineties I thought I knew them well. Then Dorothy Blythe of Nimbus Publishing asked me to write a nature guide to the important roads. Newly retired, restless between books, I agreed. The project opened my eyes. Nova Scotia is a naturalist’s delight.

There’s a big difference between driving to get somewhere and driving back to Nature. Before, I’d viewed the convoluted Atlantic shore from Canso to Yarmouth as foggy and tedious. Now, I saw a folded and faulted slab of Africa welded to North America and flooded by a post-glacial ocean. I saw cozy villages tucked into a filigree of inlets, islets, and capes. I walked clean sand beaches smelling of kelp and salt and fog.

That summer, loons yodelled me awake in western Cape Breton. From that island’s Mabou Highlands I gazed down on a soaring eagle. At Fox Harbour on the Sunrise Trail I counted eleven herons fishing, still as statues. Not much farther east, a man had just found the tracks of a giant Coal Age amphibian.

Near Grand Pré, I walked where North America’s first apple orchards had borne fruit. On Cape Blomidon, home of the Mi'kmaw man-god Glooscap, I hefted black Jurassic basalt that had gushed red-hot when the North Atlantic was no wider than Lake Michigan and dinosaurs sprinted along the future Bay of Fundy. It made one think.

Ghosts of wooden wind ships and vanished shipyards whispered from every tidal creek along Fundy’s Glooscap Trail. The falling tide bared miles of satiny pink mud flats alive with amphipods, the crustacean that fuels eastern North America’s diminutive sandpipers on their non-stop autumn flight to Suriname.

At Cape d’Or our family watched the equivalent of forty St. Lawrence Rivers surge through a 10-kilometre gap, lifting every moored ship like a teacup, reversing the flow of every stream clear back to Minudie and Truro. Nova Scotia’s new wilderness park near Cape Chignecto was still being developed, but we hiked its cobble beaches past echoing sea caves and shouted to seals that sported in the green surf.

Once the book I’d been writing was nearly done, I asked myself where else in Canada could one find such natural diversity so close to home. The answer is, nowhere. And with that realization comes gratitude and a challenge.

For if FrogWatch tells us anything, if the Ice Ages tell us anything, if NASA’s famous photo of Planet Earth turning like a turquoise jewel in the starry void tells us anything, it is that life is vulnerable. For example, we know that a single autumn oil spill in the upper Bay of Fundy could snuff out most of the world’s semipalmated sandpipers. And we suspect that a few more tatters in the ozone layer could silence the peepers forever.

There’s no lack of information anymore. The internet will see to that. What is needed is more FrogWatchers, more people who not only enjoy the landscape, but who work to maintain it.

At dusk one overcast November afternoon I parked at Mickey Hill’s interpretive trail on Route 8 near Annapolis Royal. The trail crossed a chasm on a rope bridge and wandered through old pines and oaks down to a frozen cattail swamp. Kneeling to photograph a glacial boulder the size of a bus, I heard a rustle coming through the silent forest. White grains came pattering across the frost-crisped moss, the curled oak leaves, the polypody ferns.

First snow always gets me. Confetti for the bride of winter. When reality sets in a few weeks later, it’s comforting to know that underneath the frozen moss and mud the little frogs lie sleeping, dreaming April dreams.





Cornsequences

Back when Britain ruled the waves, some wag said the nation’s power depended not on warships but on the number of old ladies living in the country. His reasoning? Most such women kept a cat or two. Cats catch mice, leaving more grain to feed more steers, which meant more good red English beef for the Royal Navy. In other words, everything connects.

Last winter, the first time in twenty years, our home had rats. Night after night their gnawing woke us. Naturally I looked for a cause, a connection. Was it because I banked our farmhouse with eelgrass for the first time? Was it the death of our dog of fourteen years? My forgetting to close the basement hatch for two weeks in November? The soybeans drying in the basement? My basement worm farm for making compost? All of these?

I decided it was none of these. When we had rats years before, we kept hens. Rats love hen feed. We don’t keep hens anymore. But last summer, for the first time ever, cattle corn replaced alfalfa and timothy in the fields around us. Rats love corn too. I blamed the corn. Anyhow, our rats are gone — for now. Took me six weeks of nightly trapping with cheese for bait. When the gnawing stopped, we breathed a sigh of relief. A person has enough problems without hosting rats!

Still, the switch to cattle corn had grimmer consequences. One day, walking the fields, I saw something I’d never seen here before. A sudden thaw plus heavy rain had melted most of our snow, and there, between two drumlins, was a gully half a metre deep and nearly seventy metres long, paved with pebbles like a streambed. Downhill, red Fundy topsoil fanned out on the snow like dried blood. Had the subsoil not been frozen, I’m sure the gully would have been much deeper.

I’d seen erosion here before, sheet erosion after fall plowing for example, or wind erosion staining snowbanks brown. That happens even with the best of farming practices — and my neighbours are good farmers. But real gulleying? After three decades of living here, it shook me up. And many local cornfields, especially those on sandy soils like ours, had the same problem.

To be fair, the previous crop on that particular field had been soybeans, not corn. And stubble had been left to hold the soil. The previous dry summer had so stunted those plants that nearly half the crop couldn’t be harvested because the cutter bar couldn’t be set low enough. Soybean stubble is sparse at best and breaks down quickly. So frost and rain played havoc. Since soybeans are part of the corn rotation here, I still blame corn.

Rats and severe erosion the same winter…was there a link?

Zea mays (hence corn’s real name, maize) is a native North American grass no longer found in the wild. Botanists call it a cultigen, that is, a human creation. Mexicans were cultivating the original at least seven thousand years ago. By the time Columbus arrived, Amerindian farmers had already perfected many of today’s varieties — though with smaller cobs.

Today, through repeated cross-breeding and hybridizing, this species can no longer seed itself without human help. And since 1988, when the first foreign gene was successfully implanted in maize, the species has been losing even the ability to replicate its original genes. From now on, its fate may lie in the hands of genetic engineers. Moreover, the companies for whom they work can legally file “genetic copyrights.” Monsanto and others have already done so, thereby controlling the future seed supply worldwide.

But genetic tinkering isn’t all bad. Geneticists have made great strides in developing hardier, more productive corn varieties. Which is one reason why this plant has become one of the world’s four human food staples (the others being wheat, rice, and potatoes). Worldwide, there are over 132 million hectares under corn cultivation, of which 40 per cent is in the US, nearly half for fodder. What brought cattle corn to the northeast was the development of hardier strains. For many dairy farmers, tired of trying to make hay in our fickle climate, it seemed a godsend. And when the weather obliged with two, three warm, dry summers in a row — Corn Belt weather almost — corn’s allure increased.

Farmers able to rent or buy the necessary choppers, able to afford a silo or two, or to buy huge sheets
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