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     Editor's Note


    Steven Long


    The Penobscot River watershed covers over 8,500 square miles of Maine forestland. Called Pαnawάhpskewi by its namesake people, it means “where the white rocks extend out.” This name references the river’s widening near Bucksport and Orland before it empties into Penobscot Bay.


    Beyond the four major branches that form the upper Penobscot, a dense network of approximately 1,200 lakes and ponds and 180 rivers and streams drains into a meandering 240-mile-long river. This is the mighty Penobscot.


    Given recent global weather events, the Penobscot is a fitting theme for Rivers of Ink: Literary Reflections on the Penobscot, the anthology for this year’s Bangor Authors’ Book Fair & Literary Festival. All profits from this anthology will be donated to the Friends of Katahdin Woods and Waters’ fundraising campaign, A Monumental Welcome, which supports the construction of a visitor contact station, priority park projects, and Wabanaki-directed projects.


    Just as the Penobscot draws strength from countless bodies of water, this anthology gains power from exceptional writing and behind-the-scenes support, without which Rivers of Ink could not have come together in only six months’ time—a remarkable achievement. My gratitude to Sherri Mitchell Weh’na Ha’mu Kwasset for the introduction, Annaliese Jakimides for editing, Jennifer Nelson Simpson for social media scheduling, Heather Magee for the cover, Dan Kirchoff for the map, and Mariella Travis for the interior design.


    Thanks to the Bangor Greendrinks, Bangor Public Library, and Friends of Katahdin Woods and Waters for marketing help. And thanks also to Christopher Packard, the book fair’s director. He asked if I wanted to produce an anthology, and I said “Yes!” without hesitation.


    My wife and I moved from Chicago to Stockton Springs more than two decades ago. I still remember how breathtaking the view was. Like my first view of the Penobscot, this anthology has impacted me on many levels. I hope it does the same for you.


     Introduction


    Sherri Mitchell Weh’na Ha’mu Kwasset


    Currents of Connection


    I was born Pαnawάhpskewi1 and raised on an island nation surrounded by the Penobscot River. We are closely related, the river and me. She is the first citizen recorded on our tribal census, an acknowledgment that we all draw our lives from her waters.


    My grandfather introduced me to the river at a very young age. It was in her waters that I first learned of my place within creation and where I came to understand our people’s deep connection to that entire riverine system. While floating on those waters, my grandfather taught me respect by showing me how to paddle a canoe without disturbing the water. I remember watching him paddle and noticing tenderness in his movement. A type of tenderness that was not rooted in gentleness or affection but was instead an expression of reverence. The kind of reverence that is tipped with awe, the sort that humbly acknowledges when you are in contact with a presence greater than the self. It is an experience of one soul touching another. This type of connection has an inexplicable vitality that remains long after the contact has ended. Even the slightest touch, when imbued with real tenderness, can be felt upon the skin for a lifetime. This tenderness keeps the touch of the water lingering on our skin and imbues the memory of us, as Pαnawάhpskewi, into the water. It is this that characterizes our relationship with one another.


    Our traditional way of life, skejinawe bamousawakon, is measured through a network of balanced relationships that are highlighted in our cultural value system, specifically in the phrase Psilde N’dilnabamuk, which means “I offer this for all my relations.” On the surface, this phrase recognizes our interrelatedness with all life. When you look deeper, you realize that it is an awareness that our thoughts, words, and actions have a profound impact on the entire living world. This is why we end  our public statements, prayers, and requests with these words, to keep us mindful of the relationships woven around us and remind us of our responsibility toward all our relatives, human and nonhuman alike. For more than 500 generations (15,000 years), our people have maintained relationships with the plants and animals in and along the river, relying on them for food, medicine, ceremony, and well-being. Over the last few centuries, there have been many attempts to unsettle these relationships and to displace us from our home along the river, but we remain.


    Changing Waters


    In the 1600s, industrial activity came to Wabanaki territory in the form of logging. By 1832, Bangor, Maine, was the world’s largest shipping port for lumber.2 The first paper mill in the state began operating in 1734 along the Presumpscot River.3 Before long, there were paper mills on rivers across the state, including our beloved Penobscot. Four paper mills have operated along the river during my lifetime. The pollution from these mills disrupted vital ecosystems that supported species integral to our cultural survival. For example, decades of industrial pollution and damming brought the Atlantic salmon and other anadromous fish near extinction. Butch Phillips, a Penobscot elder, calls these fish the refugees of the river, forcibly removed from their Indigenous habitat by industrial misbehavior.


    Maine waters are the last cold-water refuge to anadromous fish in the United States. Warming in these waters is a threat to fisheries throughout the Northeast. Sadly, fisheries are not the only habitat being impacted. Warming trends along the river have also dramatically reduced moose populations by causing unprecedented growth in winter tick activity. This has resulted in massive die-offs in young moose and significantly decreased adult reproductive rates. A 2018 study showed that approximately 70 percent of the moose calves born in our territory were killed by winter tick disease.4


    Another danger posed by warming water temperatures is the increased occurrence of algal blooms. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has warned that increased freshwater temperatures leads to more algal blooms.5 Freshwater algal blooms are hazardous to fish, other animals, and humans. They contaminate drinking water, destroy habitat, and pose real threats to human and animal lives. There are three main types of toxins associated with algal blooms: neurotoxins, which cause a series of neurological conditions; hepatotoxins, which cause damage to the liver; and dermatoxins, which cause skin and respiratory issues.6


    During my childhood, swimming and eating fish from the river was forbidden in my family because of these toxins and other carcinogenic compounds that my grandfather feared were in the water. The justification for his fears was often seen on the bodies of those who swam in the river, in the form of sores that dotted their arms and legs.


    More than any other factor, the warming of our waters caused by industrial pollution has disrupted our relationship with the river. It has interfered with the continuity of our cultural and traditional practices and increased the incidence of environmental illness among our people, creating genuine threats to our survival as Pαnawάhpskewi.


    Standing with the River


    In response to the dire threats posed by industrial pollution, John Banks, the natural resources director of the Penobscot Nation, went on a mission to hold industry accountable for the harm it was causing the Penobscot River.


    John began working for the Tribe in 1980 and immediately took the lead on addressing contaminants within the river. In the 1990s, the U.S. Department of the Interior, acting on behalf of the Penobscot Nation, began a natural resources damages proceeding against Lincoln Pulp and Paper (LPP). In 1999, the Bureau of Indian Affairs issued “Final Report: The Economic Value of Foregone Cultural Use: A Case Study of the Penobscot Nation.” The bureau found that the Penobscot Nation had been denied its rightful relationship with the Penobscot River and estimated the natural resource damages to be somewhere between $32 million and $64 million. Following the release of this report, LPP was forced to  rebuild its bleach plant at a cost of nearly $100 million, driving it into Chapter 11 bankruptcy and, ultimately, out of business. As of this writing, no paper companies are discharging into the Penobscot River.


    Meanwhile, the Tribe spent over thirty years actively building strong ally networks up and down the river with local municipalities, federal agencies, environmental organizations, and energy companies. This work resulted in the creation of the Penobscot River Restoration Project, a unique collaboration between the Penobscot Nation, seven conservation organizations, the State of Maine, the federal government, and, surprisingly, a power company. This group’s work led to the removal of the two dams on the lower Penobscot and the improvement of fish runs at several other dams.


    The outcomes have been staggering. In 2022, nearly a decade after the removal of the dams, the Maine Department of Marine Resources reported the largest run of river herring ever recorded on the Penobscot River.7 It also noted that the Atlantic salmon population had doubled from the previous year, making it the second-highest recorded salmon run within the last decade.


    Today, the river faces new challenges, and protecting and improving the ecological integrity of her waters now rests on a new generation of Pαnawάhpskewi. My greatest hope is that over the next two generations, we will once again learn how to move along the river in the ways that our ancestors did without disturbing the water.


    The essays and poems contained in this book illustrate the same love and tenderness that my grandfather expressed in his relationship with the river. They tell of the many ways that rivers flow through and shape the lives of all those they touch. And if you look closely, you may see that the touch of the water remains on the authors’ skin.


    Psilde N’dilnabamuk—I offer these words for all my relations.


    Sherri Mitchell Weh’na Ha’mu Kwasset, Penobscot Nation


    November 2023


     Liquidation


    Karin Spitfire


    For 36 years I’ve slept on some shore of Penobscot bay, paddle the


    east and west branches of the Penobscot river, transverse


    Penobscot county to get to medway, lincoln, the golden road, visit


    Penobscot marine museum, Penobscot theater company, read


    Penobscot pilot, smell the Penobscot potato factory, wake up to the


    weather on bay


    Penobscot river watershed covers 8,750 square miles from


    bucksport to the canadian/maine border extends with some easy


    portages to the Allagash into the st. john all the way to new


    brunswick or over to the Kennebec down to popham and the bay,


    from the bay you can get anywhere, Schoodic, Monhegan


    I know a few of the carrying places, can read the waters some


    know where I might find wild berries, sight eagles, great blue


    heron, from castine to isle au haut, brooklin to camden hills, belfast


    to mt. desert, know where I might go swimming, Megunticook,


    Pemaquid, Naskaeg names I have learned to say the settlers’ way,


    but none we appropriate like Penobscot.


    a mispronunciation of the people’s name for themselves, the river,


    the land, Pαnawάhpskewi, meaning the river the land the people


    here for some 13,000 years, 90% annihilated by incoming


    immigrant germs, the remaining estimate of 10,000 in 1700, fought


    with the colonists in their revolution, now number under 2,000, cut


    down by genocidal scalp bounties, war, alcohol, child abduction


    The Penobscot treatied into 22 square acres of their home land, a


    swath of the river and its islands from medway to old town now


    the state that dubs itself maine claims this stretch, the river, does


    not include the water.


    Pαnawάhpskewi Land, Pαnawάhpskewi River, Pαnawάhpskewi People.


     Our Once and Future River


    Paul A. Liebow, MD


    In olden days the Penobscot was a waking dream


    of coral reef abundance and diversity.


    Vast spring migrations of riverine life mirrored


    the plaintive honkings of ducks and Canada geese overhead.


    Salmon magically returning from Greenland and Icelandic seas


    spawned in silence and privacy all the way up


    from the Narramissic River, Marsh Stream,


    and Sunkhaze Meadows to shady groves near Canada.


    Uncountable alewives surged silver in full flower moonlight,


    while a billion tiny elvers set out to find their way


    home from the sinking vortex of the Sargasso Sea


    where their parents had set their eggs adrift.


    Huge stripers cavorted well up beyond Bangor,


    two million shad played in the bright waters of May,


    and pink petals of shadblow floated on the wind—


    spring plum blossoms from ancient Chinese poetry.


    Prehistoric ten-foot sturgeon cruised the depths


    of the lower channel on red October days,


    so powerful that Winterport sports had themselves


    towed around like whalers on a “Nantucket sleigh ride.”


    Then for several neglectful generations, the river choked


    and steamed brown—a stinking cadaver of industrial shame.


    Mercury and chemicals, dams and the politics of greed


    killed so many noble creatures from The Maker’s Dominion.


    


    A log pond smirked down by the mill in Bucksport


    where people snickered and winked or sighed


    about what was permitted to seep or be thrown in—


    but never dared let their kids swim in the water.


    I vividly remember the Great Green Bridge to Verona


    from my childhood on the way Downeast to Gramp’s


    but too few would look beneath its swirling tides or into


    the secrets of its hidden heart, deep in the Great North Woods.


    Now all our dignity and hard work have been sold overseas,


    the grumbly old mill, that gave our town its life,


    is a huge pile of scrap metal and weeping cement,


    and we struggle once more to find our future in the river.


    But the river does smile up again, at a new Great Gray Bridge,


    whose Maine granite sings in the eternal flames of JFK,


    sways with the lines of the Washington Monument—


    and sleeps in winter-camp with our soldiers in Fort Knox.


    Its towers look back down to Mosquito Mountain and Waldo,


    out on Katahdin’s shimmering cerulean blue northers,


    the sun’s golden lily pad cupping the islands of the bay,


    the fish and their river returning home to the Penobscot people,


    the People of the Dawn, because so many care.


     Reflections on the Water


    Patricia Smith Ranzoni


    As exhibited on the interpretive panels on the Bucksport waterfront at the mouth of the Penobscot River


    Wherever on Earth fresh water joins salt the people come


    in promise and praise, as here where this ancient power flows


    without end. Here by the mouth and voice of Mayne’s greatest


    watershed on its race by Katahdin mountain down to this Bay.


    Only Here. This Penobscot Place. This Ancestral Presence


    with our descendant eagles, salmon and sturgeon restored


    in eternal re-Creation. These visions. These birchbark canoes.


    These countless ocean-going vessels again. You. Here. Your heart


    riding the tide. This Now. This Tomorrow.


    Oh you of this timeless Passage, return!


     I Saw an Eagle Die Today


    Jean Anne Feldeisen


    Yesterday he stood tall


    on the rocky ledge


    overlooking Cobscook Bay


    body arched neck strong


    leaning into space.


    His head tilted toward the water,


    turned deliberately, first one side


    then the other, alert


    for shadow of fish


    far below in the tide.


    Today, an unnatural


    pose. Not a bird—


    A tortured dancer


    head strains to the sky,


    neck extended, legs stiff


    wings stretched


    wide enough to touch


    the two                electric wires.


    Then


    falls


    Head


    over feet


    over head


    and thumps


    Hard


    onto the pavement


    in my gut.


     South Turner Mountain


    Matt Bernier


    We told ourselves we could turn back anytime.


    Gazing from the wooded shore of Sandy Stream Pond,


    the bare rock summit of South Turner Mountain


    looked like the ruins of a temple;


    three thousand one hundred and twenty-two feet


    above sea level some deity had built a temple


    only to see it destroyed by weather,


    and in that moment we decided to become pilgrims,


    to leave a Zen garden of sandy shallows, rippled water,


    boulders and yellow birches


    and ascend one thousand feet in zero point two miles,


    twisting and squeezing between rows of boulders


    as though exiting crowded pews,


    chorus of black-throated green warblers singing amens


    as a hermit thrush beckoned us to higher realms,


    golden-crowned kinglets chirping reverently


    as we neared a side trail to a spring, a holy site,


    burbling out of the bare rock like a miracle


    as a toad hopped across our path


    hoping to find a cure for its leprous appearance,


    or maybe just seeking baptism over and over


    in the church of its amphibious youth,


    so we climbed higher and higher into thinning air,


    mountain cranberries leading us to tree line,


    to gardens of bonsai potted in gravel,


    and we gaped, looking up at the ruined temple,


    


    still gilded with sunshine even as shifting spirits


    darkened and clouded Katahdin,


    my partner waiting amidst the stunted spruces


    as I continued my journey onward and upward,


    the vulnerable meeting the venerable,


    stepping through the temple’s granite stones,


    blue blazes punctuating the irregular path


    like blasphemous curses,


    until I looked down at distant Sandy Stream Pond


    where a moose hunched like a priest in dark robes,


    plume of silt wafting behind like incense,


    and I descended quickly, weak kneed in my rebirth,


    destined thereafter to climb and declimb mountains


    seeking enlightenment,


    and further down the slope a lone wood frog,


    shimmering in silky green and black monk’s robe,


    crossed our unsteady path,


    so high in elevation it would have to begin its journey


    down the mountain before autumn deepened,


    before reincarnation began,


    and back at Sandy Stream Pond the priestly moose


    had disappeared like a savior into the wilderness,


    so we looked away, then looked at ourselves.


     Law of Conservation of Bobbi


    Gary Rainford


    Denise, a med-tech who will quit


    next Wednesday because Memory Care


    is a revolving door of turnover and


    hardship, plungers a dose of liquid


    Ativan into Bobbi’s mouth, lips shaking,


    hands shaking, shoulders shaking


    as if gale force winds rush alongside


    the rushing of blood in her veins, 41 knots


    of flesh, bones, and primal confusion


    in her brown, twitchy eyes. “Do you


    have pain?” I put my hand over Bobbi’s


    thin, arthritic hand. “I want out,” she


    mutters, and I imagine her diaphanous


    soul separating from her decrepit material


    form, rising to the florescent lights


    and sailing across the common room,


    through the walls, into the trees where it


    continues to rise and expand, wispy


    fragmented energy transferring into the


    warm, yellow, March sun patrolling over


    the frozen Penobscot River in Bangor.


     Deep in the Forest


    “Twinkle” Marie Manning


    Deep in the forest,


    Quiet shapes the sound of immense emollient twilight.


    Saturated shades of perpetual green caress the sky.


    Blues sink down to violet.


    Leaves land lightly;


    Layering lanes to linger upon.


    Seekers of silence satisfied,


    Within this modulating animated tenement.


    Sanctuary of Solace found beneath copious canopies of trees;


    Living, breathing.


     Rocky River, High Water


    Doug Barrett


    When I awake the first thing I hear is the river


    roaring over the rocks above the bend.


    The rocky river


    never silenced at the highest water


    washing down from garden beds wood eroded from the Veazie Mill


    washing up bricks and river-rock stepping stones


    aerating, cleaning itself


    flushing chemicals to the sea blue black white


    creator provider destroyer, its pure


    conversation rhythms indistinguishable from noise.


    Spring cormorant reverse river dark gray birds


    flying and fishing their way upstream in threes and fours


    day        after day.


    Summer song sparrow trilling


    so loud


    as to almost drown the river out


    osprey fish dive


    eagles in their spy tree


    all these silences               of the roaring river.


    Two rivers: artery pulsing out timber and furs


    vein sucking blood inward toward the heart


    alcohol guns smallpox


    atmosphere ghost-humid:


    moose, deer, porcupines, Pαnawάhpskewi, mill girls, port girls


    river-lured


    momentary flicker at the top of the stairs.


    


    Always something wrong but


    what can straighten out water?


    Embraced by fish nets


    street grids, spider webs


    thoughts, plans, prayers


    measured by mathematicians


    dams pure resistance now gone


    salmon follow cormorant conduit


    bucking the current of easy living.


    Walking up Pump House Road from the dam site


    sandpiper


    proceeding ahead of me through the woods


    where rain has made rivulets in the dirt road.


    Hey there, what are you doing back here in the woods?


    At every step it bobs its butt


    slowly twerking to unheard music


    and now roadside grass rustling.


    What's that?


    Another bird—spotted, fluffy ... twerking too ... its chick.


    Pecking and bobbing uphill downstream


    flowing in parallel channel


    shoreline haunts submerged.


    At night the last thing I hear is the river's monotone music


    flooding the swimming holes, washing seaward all but


    the ghosts


    sweeping off ego superego and id             language culture              nature itself


    not by water        but by water’s voice                       its spirit.


    “Do you hear it,” said Xuansha, “the sound of the roaring river?


    Enter there.”


    Into what?


     Nine Ways to Get to Bangor


    Linda Buckmaster


    One watershed: Penobscot Bay gathering,


    funneling every rill and stream, from its namesake


    running past the hospital to the waters at the end


    of my street. Carry on—Marsh Stream, Goose River,


    Meadow Brook, Kenduskeag, Westcott Stream, Hurds Pond,


    Mendall Marsh, Passagassawakeag, Burnt Swamp,


    Belfast Harbor.


    Three surgeries: Biopsy, lymph node, lumpectomy, Route 1,


    1A, 141, 139, 69, Dahlia Farm Road, City Point,


    Head of the Tide, Oak Hill, Nealey's Corner, Exit 49.


    Four hospitals: Waldo County, Pen Bay, St. Joe's, Eastern


    Maine, osprey, porcupine, scrub jay, road kill, pothole, lesser newt.


    One diagnosis: Prospect, Frankfort, Waldo, Stockton Springs,


    Belfast, CancerCare, Winterport, Searsport, Monroe, Hampden, bald eagle.


    Seven weeks of radiation: Exxon, Irving, Mobil, Coke for the good


    things in life, two hot dogs for a dollar, Dino's Pizza, general store,


    road work, free zucchini, real estate real estate real estate, blind drive.


    Five years of follow-up: Gowned waiting.


    


    Twenty seasons on the Penobscot:


    Freeze up,


    ice out,


    spring flood, carry on.


    Skunk cabbage, fiddlehead, shad bush, trillium, skullcap,


    fireweed, goldenrod, swampberry, hackmatack, fir.


    Twenty thousand years ago: Ice pack weighing


    heavy on earth’s crust. Glacier thaw receding, lifting,


    leaving behind rock


    rubble, limestone drift,


    granite ledge and groundwater


    moving unseen below, squeezing


    between cracks, through soil to


    run and rise and fall again.


    One watershed:


    Carry on.


    Carry on.


     Yin and  Yang, at  Morse Cove


    James Brasfield


    Morning mist lifts


    to brightness, and I’m in it, and it in me,


    a slow embodiment of the mind’s eye


    from presence gathering


    the ocean tide coming in,


    the river from the mountains,


    the creek flowing from woods—


    the currents find their way


    to one rhythm lapping.


    A cormorant bobs on the swells,


    diving to find, to overtake,


    to bring to light, as when my own steps


    will be what my future held.


    *


    Stones, lodged in the wet sand,


    surrender their sheen a tide will return,


    and holding her shoulders, a swimmer


    stepping into water


    and a shell gatherer standing still


    gaze up at the calls of birds arriving,


    and hear their sudden wings


    close overhead.


    *


    


    How daylight expands from night fading,


    how daylight withdraws in the tidal dark ...


    Moon-driven, with or without


    the wind’s push over mountains and deserts


    under the sea—what will waves bring


    and take with their reports?


    —Stones (polished, four tides each day),


    their siblings yet to surface,


    a tree and a bird flag a memory.


    *


    Suddenly within a feeling I have lived


    this instance


    of morning once before ...


    I remember a midsummer birch,


    starlings foraging among


    dandelions, that day


    in this moment: waves


    rising to this calm morning,


    supersonic the flight of moments—


    the seconds measured: how long


    can that cormorant stay underwater ...


    now till then, a bit of trust,


    its breath, then water dripping from its feathers.


     on blue rushing river


    lisa panepinto


    ancient body


    lined with cedar


    pines and oak


    saying a wish


    for happiness


    and no suffering


    for anyone


    made of her


    star water


    deserving care


    coyote loons owl


    being themselves


    singing wildly


    fish jumping


    cleansing the channels


    cormorants riding


    the eddies


    my kin


    


    singing rock me


    on the water


    taking bottles out


    of waves


    returning butterflies


    floating under
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