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  Blueberry Plucker


  The great, if merited, success of my scholarly exegesis on Maine folklore (The Jonesport Raffle, Little, Brown, 1969) suggests that further studies may be amusing and profitable. The whole matter is like dipping the ocean dry with a spoon. The particular advantage I have in this field of academic research is that I am privy to how it works. The visiting professional scholar, delving into Maine folklore methodically, must isolate his instances individually — coming up with one now and another later. Being to the manner born, so to speak, I have the advantage of multiple access. For me there is no such thing as an isolated example. My kind are like blueberries on the bush — whole handfuls may be swept off at once.


  Nor must I approach and establish myself, head on. I slip in. For instance, I find Joe and Charley and Jim leaning over the wire looking at Jim’s new coonhound, and as I come up and lean with them I do not have to say, “Pardon me, gentlemen, but I am a doctor of philosophy from Tulane University and I am investigating the incidence of down-east folklore — would you care to say a few words into this electronic recording device?”


  My approach, although equally erudite, is more casual. I lean, and before they get a chance to say anything I remark, “Did you hear about the fellow who sat up all night studying for his urine test?”


  (This, we scholars have pigeonholed as the Polish Joke. It must be handled carefully in this age of integration and brotherly affection, for literature as well as politics is flunky to the Supreme Court. In Providence, Rhode Island, the Polish Joke becomes the Italian Joke. In Maine, it is usually the French-Canadian Joke. The script is the same in any language. The gist, pretty much, is that it takes five men to replace an electric light bulb — one to hold the bulb and four to turn the stepladder. However, in Maine there are often combinations which show the originality of the people and may be termed crossbreeds. Such as :


  What is this?


  XSKI
X


  (This is a Frenchman cosigning a note with a Polack.)


  So, having broached a general topic with Joe, Charley, and Jim, and the research area established, I now have things going for me that a Tulane professor wouldn’t understand, and my doctoral work is merely to listen and remember.


  “No,” says Charley. “But I heard about the fellow who got a pair of water skis and drove all over Maine looking for a pond with a hill on it.”


  Joe says, “Last Saturday a fellow telephoned my garage and told me to come over and get his car unlocked — he left the keys inside. I said I’d be over in a few minutes, and he said to hurry up because he had a convertible with the top down and it looked like rain.”


  Jim said, “He must have been a relative of that fellow who bought a chain saw and cut five cords of wood with it the first afternoon. He was so pleased with it they decided to show him how to start the motor.”


  This is quite enough scholastic research for one day, so now I can give over the cultural badinage and revert to my honest role as friend, neighbor, accessory, and accomplice. “That dog don’t look overbright, either,” I say.


  “He ain’t,” says Jim.


  Joe says, “He claims he can play cribbage, but I beat him two games out of three.”


  “I take it he’s a coonhound,” I say.


  “Eyah,” says Jim. “And a foxhound and a rabbit-hound and a cathound and a skunkhound and a hen-hound and I don’t know what-all. He dug out a mole this morning. He’s like the Kennedys — he’s got to take on everything. I suppose you’re standing there looking at the most well-rounded dog in the world, and he ain’t worth a hole in the snow.”


  “How do you happen to possess such a creature?” I ask.


  “I just this minute gave him to you.”


  “What would I want him for?”


  “You can go in to business and make your own dog manure.”


  This colloquy will suffice to demonstrate the difference between formal academic pursuit of the elusive folklore and the manner in which it is researched in its native lair by one familiar with its habits. It also shows that a single foray (see The Jonesport Raffie) doesn’t exhaust the chances. Now that I have become a serious student of folklore, thanks to the vast profits that continue to roll in, I find I work no more than an hour or two a day. This leaves ample time for rest, refreshment, and the management of my philanthropies. But the State of Maine, the nesting place of the true species, is busy twenty-four hours a day, the clock around, year in and year out, creating, refining, and embellishing folklore. I, or any other researchist, will never catch up.


  Home to Roost


  In the long ago the United States mails were handled mostly by the Railway Post Offices, and a whole grid of RPO’s operated the length and breadth of Maine. Most of them were short runs with but one or two clerks riding in the car to sort mail in transit and to take in and put off bags when the train stopped. Those trains were work trains, handling freight, mail, baggage, and passengers, and stopping at every small town on the line. But each mail car was in fact a rolling post office and had all the status of any municipal mail center — it sold stamps and money orders, kept a cancellation stamp, and had a slot on the side for dropping letters. The big post office in Portland was no more a post office than the mail car that rolled up to Rumford and was called the Rumford & Portland RPO — distilled in the lingo of the railway postal clerks to Rum & Port.


  But the major RPO in Maine was on the through line, and of all the mail cars on the Vanceboro & Boston RPO the elite were the sixty-footers that howled through the night on the Maritime Express. This was one of the continent’s great trains, and for a long time maintained the fastest over-the-route speed of all. It made up more or less simultaneously on each end, and as the eastbound pulled out of North Station in Boston, its westbound counterpart would leave Halifax. Boston has always had close affinity with the Maritimes, and as relatives visited back and forth the Maritime Express accommodated them and showed a profit for the Boston & Maine, the Maine Central, the Canadian Pacific, and the Canadian National — all joining in the operation. Many a night the train would run in two sections — mail and express cars first, and the sleepers and coaches following close behind. Even in the early days of its run the train averaged something like eighty miles an hour, and on the level stretches of Maine’s Sebasticook Valley it would throttle up and clock off an even hundred for mile after mile. It was a friendly train, where folks from “down east” socialized and shared sandwiches. Those who didn’t take a sleeper would curl up on a seat, and if their overcoat coverlet slipped off, a brakeman would smooth it back. To those leaving Boston for the Maritime homeland, the first stop of consequence was Mac-Adam Junction for breakfast — a thirty-minute pause just after daybreak. Here the Canadian National took over. For those coming to Boston the night was a rolling, jolting charge down the wilderness corridors of Maine to arrive at North Station about seven o’clock — just before the morning rush of suburban commuter trains. Clearly, to be a railway postal clerk on the Maritime Express was top-hole.


  For people asleep, the few stops across Maine were only silent pauses in the roar of the wheels, but to the postal clerks, Biddeford, Portland, Waterville, and Bangor were busy spots. Here they exchanged incoming for outgoing pouches, rearranged their stacks of bags, and closed the doors to make ready for the next town. And that meant the next town, because the Maritime Express pouched whether it stopped or not. As the train roared through a sleeping community a bag would be kicked from the mail car door into the night, to be picked up by a waiting mail messenger, and then a hook would be pulled up to snag a bag hanging on a track.side yardarm. Throwing and catching was a delicate maneuver, and a new clerk, or one who wasn’t paying attention, could sometimes heave a bag into the river, or a greenhouse, and then see the hanging pouch rush by before he got the hook up.


  Newport was in the Sebasticook Valley, and still is. When the engineer advanced the throttle up to an even century, the great train of fifteen or eighteen cars would go through Newport like a bullet going past a knothole. Throwing and catching at Newport would have been fraught with continuing surprises, except that the engineer always hit his precise hundred, and held it. This gave the postal clerks a delicate advantage. The pouch was supposed to land on a patch of green grass, or in winter in the snowbank that covered it, between the water tank and the freight shed. Too soon, or too late — disaster. They would lay the pouch in the car door and listen for the click of a certain yard switch. Then, instantly, a switchman’s shanty lantern would flick past. Taking the count from there a clerk would tell off nine seconds on his watch, and at nine they would place-kick the pouch into the Newport night. It would land exactly on the little patch of green grass. If the engineer hadn’t been in cahoots and the train hadn’t sustained its speed, the pouch could have ended up in many an interesting place.


  Now, during World War I butter was hard to come by. It was on ration stamps if you could find any, and the price was high. But one of the postal clerks in the crew on the Maritime Express lived near Newport, and his daily “run” started from that station. He would work down to Portland on a day train, join the Maritime Express as far as Bangor, and then work back to Newport on a local. That was his day’s work. And one night he said, “Hell, I can get you all the butter you want. The station agent at Newport has a brother who keeps cows — they make butter all the time. How much do you want?”


  So this man took two pounds, and another took five, and when they added up the total demand it came to thirty-three pounds. “Sure,” he said. “I’ll pick up thirty-three pounds and bring it on the next trip.”


  So he did. He came on the train at Portland with a big bundle done up in brown paper, and after the pouches were hung and the work under way he undid the brown wrapper and began to give each clerk his requested amount. But the mail car was inundated with a loud and smothering stench. The butter was more than strong — it was rancid. It had the appearance of being rancid a long time. He quickly wrapped up the bundle again and tied the string with a double knot. He kicked the thirty-three pounds of butter under a sorting case, which is a poor place for butter. Mail cars always rode in the position of honor, next behind the locomotive, and this gave them first crack at the steam heat. As the Maritime Express hurtled through the Maine night the butter thus became more rugged, although softer, and the stench was unbearable even to the clerk in the far end of the car who was sorting mail for Prince Edward Island. Many a sharp opinion was expressed about the parentage of the station agent at Newport and his brother who kept a few cows.


  And then one of the clerks who had been watching the time said, “Get ready for Newport,” and they opened the car door. They listened for the switch, and they saw the fleeting flash of the switchman’s shanty lantern. They counted off nine seconds — and then they counted ten, eleven, and twelve. At twelve, they place-kicked the thirty-three pounds of butter from the threshold. And they closed the door.


  The brown paper bundle hit the side of the Newport depot at a westbound, or ricochet, spot, and the station agent who had a brother who kept cows was providentially positioned on the platform, watch in hand, to see the train go by. He got most of it, but thirty-three pounds is a lot of butter and when strong and rancid, butter will go much farther. Newport was largely a mess.


  The moral is that when you butter somebody up, it’s a lot more fun at 100 mph.


  How to Buy Wood


  Old Henry had been a clerk in the Osgood Store for years, and one day a man came in and asked for Old Henry. Mr. Osgood said, “Why, Henry died last week.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that,” said the man. And, after a pause, “Then there must be a vacancy?”


  “No,” said Mr. Osgood. “Henry didn’t leave no vacancy.”


  A farm housewife known for her stingy portions at dinner, whenever she couldn’t avoid feeding somebody, was occasionally twitted about it in sly remarks by those at her table. Once, with hot biscuits, she served a guest a remarkably small portion of comb honey. He surveyed it and said, “Aha! I see you keep a bee.”


  In Washington County Superior Court some terms ago, the justice was asking a few questions of the defendant in a divorce action. He said, “Have you been faithful to your wife?”


  The gentleman replied, “Oh, yes — frequently.”


  Roland Baker had guided in the Rangeley Lakes region for years, and one of his regular “sports” was a wealthy New Yorker who always said farewell with, “And if you get down to New York this winter, be sure and look me up!” So one winter Roland was in New York for the sportsmen’s show, and he looked the man up. He found the place, sounded the gong, and was royally received. Hospitality was complete and Roland had one of the best times of his life. After he got back to Rangeley he liked to tell about it, and a portion of his story went like this :


  “ ... and then before we went in to eat supper, they come around with some horse’s doovers — that’s French for eating between meals.”


  Flint Johnson’s wife tells about the little girl from St. Come, up in Quebec, who came down to Maine to work in a summer camp. She spoke no English, and nobody in camp spoke any French, so Mrs. Johnson surmised the young lady might be lonesome. But then she heard the girl was making out fine, as the guides had undertaken to teach her some English. Soon afterwards Mrs. Johnson saw the girl in Riddle’s Drug Store, so she spoke to her and said, “How’s your English coming along?”


  The girl said, “Goddam good !”


  Roy Davis tells about the farmer in Newry who built a new shed, and he put a small and untrust-worthy padlock on the door. “That lock won’t do any good,” somebody said to him.


  “Well, it’ll keep honest people from stealing.”


  The town of Harmony once claimed the biggest skinflint in the state. He came into Benoit’s store one day with an egg in his hand and said, “My wife needs a new darning needle — will you swap me one for this egg?”


  Benoit well knew the old fellow’s reputation so, amused, he said, “Oh, I suppose so,” and they went to the dry goods section in the rear of the store to select the needle. As they walked back to the front of the store Benoit had the egg in his hand, and the skinflint said, “Oh, I see you’ve put in a new sody fountain !”


  Benoit said, “Yes, they’re becoming popular, and I thought I’d give one a whirl.”


  “Well,” said the old fellow, “don’t that call for a drink on the house?”


  “Sure,” said Benoit. “What’ll you have?”


  “Anything with an egg in it.”


  So Benoit broke the egg in a glass, and it turned out to be a double-yolker.


  “Aha!” said the skinflint. “You owe me another needle!”


  A. W. Plummer, M.D., used to tell about the time he was driving out in the country to make a call, and he noticed the roof on a farmhouse had burst into flame around the chimney. He turned his horse into the driveway, pounded on the door, and when a woman stuck her head out he said, “Your house is on fire !”


  Whether she was preoccupied or stupid, or perhaps didn’t understand, the doctor never knew, but she said, “Is that all ?”


  Dr. Plummer said, “Well, that’s all I happen to think of at the moment.”


  In Kennebec County Court they once had a case of accidental shooting — a hunting affair which may or may not have been quite that accidental. As in most cases of this kind arising out of the fall demises, both state and defense were moving cautiously, the one not caring to accuse where the other was loath to defend, and vice versa, and inferences were heaped on implications until the story got very interesting. At one point the defendant was telling his version of what happened, and he said that he mistook the victim for a deer.


  Absorbed in the tale, His Honor leaned down over the bench and said, “Buck or doe?”


  Elected to the city council in Lewiston, a man of low social order, no education, and nothing else to qualify him except that he got the most votes, was eager to take part in his first session. So when the city treasurer reported a deficit he cried out, “Let’s spend it !”


  Virgil Rodney lost an arm in some engagement in the Spanish-American War and had a lot of fun over it the rest of his life. Somebody was always coming up to sympathize and inquire as to how he lost it. Rodney would say, “Now, a good many people ask me that, and the truth is that it always embarrasses me. So I have made a rule, and I’ll tell you how I lost my arm if you’ll promise not to ask me any more questions about it.”


  “Certainly.”


  “Well,” says Virgil, “it was bit off.”


  In town meeting at Freeport the citizens were voting on the school budget, and came to “Physical Training.” In those days this was a new idea, and it had been voted through the year before on a trial basis. Most of the objection was in this vein: “I’ll give my young-uns exercise enough splittin’ wood, they don’t need no teacher for working up a sweat.” But the educators deemed the subject important, and the citizens went along. A graduate of Sargent School, a young lady, was hired to conduct the classes — she coached girls’ basketball, and otherwise instructed in the care of the teeth, keeping the scalp clean, and related delicate topics. Now, after a year’s trial, most citizens seemed to be “agin” it, but surprisingly one old farmer took the floor and supported the idea.


  “I’m in favor of it,” he said, “and I’ll tell you why. We got a bunch of kids at our place, and while we try to bring them up right and be decent parents, I got to admit there are times when we fall short. Like, you take, brushing teeth. We keep after them, and we do what we can, but it ain’t the same. We never had no luck keeping them faithful at it. But they’ve had a year of this here physical training, and they like the teacher first-rate, and now when they get up in the morning they fight for the toothbrush.”


  Judge William R. Pattangall once defended a man accused of arson. This fellow closed his home in Machias and started for Florida to spend the winter. Police intercepted him somewhere in South Carolina, told him his house
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