July 13, 2008

Warm summer greetings from North Country. It’s been quite a while since my last letter. Two computer crashes in less than a month, and the subsequent hours and hours spent retrieving lost data and reloading programs, have really slowed me down. But everything appears to be up and running now, and I’m slowly getting back up to speed.

I’ve just finished attending a weeklong robotics workshop for elementary and middle schoolteachers who will go on to be the coaches for their schools’ robotics teams. I had a lot of fun. The robots are made out of LEGOs and controlled by a computer. I never had LEGOs as a kid; so building the robot gave me a chance to fill in some of the holes in my childhood experiences. Clarkson University, the other college here in Potsdam, will be hosting the robotics competition in the spring. I’ve teamed up with the professor leading this competition to present a second workshop in two weeks for teachers who have already gone through the first workshop. The purpose of the second workshop is to introduce the teachers to various probes and sensors that can be attached to the robotic controllers and used for science and math lessons. We are trying to help teachers incorporate some of this technology into their regular classrooms. So I’ve been kept busy trying to learn the robot programming language and figuring out ways to facilitate lesson development.

Michele and I continue to work on the outside of our house. We are painting now, and it’s going very slowly because of all the rain we’ve had up here this summer. Most of the eastern half of this country has been inundated with rain, and we are no exception. Rarely does a day go by without at least of 40-50% chance of rain. That makes it very difficult to plan anything in advance. Every day’s a crapshoot—do we try to paint today or not? I find that the longer we have gone since the last time we painted the more risk we are willing to take. But what we have painted so far looks very nice. Instead fluorescent aqua and white, almost half of our house is now a very pale green with cream trim, which is much more in character with the style (or, more accurately, lack of style) of our old farmhouse, which, by the way, is now no longer part of a farm but abuts Highway 11, the main highway going through northern New York. That fact that the road in front of our house gets less traffic than most side roads in Bloomington do attests to the sparse population up here. If it weren’t for the occasional tractor-trailer rumbling by the traffic would be quite tolerable. You could probably play stickball in the streets most afternoons. But I’m having trouble adjusting to the trucks. They’re not as noticeable in the winter when I’m locked up indoors and the windows are closed, but now that I’m outside a lot more and our windows are open I find them less and less charming every day. There is nothing quaint about a UPS tandem behemoth lurching along 50 feet from your living room at 3:00 A.M.

So between painting the house and preparing for the workshops—and preparing a presentation on astrobiology (the study of the possibility of life outside of Earth) that I will be giving at a nearby state park in a couple of weeks—oh, and finishing up the first draft of my first novel—it’s a retelling of the King Arthur legend, only in my version Arthur is 10 years old and lives in a trailer park in a small town in southern Indiana—it’s been a pretty busy summer, and I haven’t had much vacation time yet. But I have been able to get a little recreation in. I’ve gone on a couple mineral-collecting expeditions with the local rock and mineral club. The last one was a couple of weeks ago in the town of Herkimer, about 2 1/2 hours from here, to look for Herkimer diamonds. Herkimer diamonds are actually quartz, not real diamonds, but they are unusually clear quartz, so clear that they really do look similar to diamonds. As far as I know Herkimer County is the only place where quartz this clear can be found, although there may be other places that I’m not aware of. They are usually found in vugs—open pockets usually formed by trapped gases— or seams in dolomite. Dolomite starts out as limestone but becomes hardened when other minerals replace the calcium carbonate in the limestone over time. So to get at the “diamonds” you have to dig up big chunks of dolomite, then break them up into pieces with a sledgehammer, and then examine the pieces. It’s very hard work, and after a few hours you get a feel for what it must be like to be sentenced to hard labor at a prison camp. The difference is that at Herkimer if you’re lucky you get rewarded for your labor in the form of these beautiful little diamond-like crystals. I found several that are probably between 3-5 carets and have a nice crystal shape, plus one really beautiful specimen about the size of a large hazelnut in its shell. So the 6 hours or so that I spent smashing up rocks with a sledgehammer in the hot sun was worth the effort. It was a fun day, and I got to know a couple of the people in the rock club better, including a geologist who works at a local zinc mine. He’s been collecting minerals since he was a little kid. He showed me his collection, and it’s amazing. Just the specimens that he personally collected in New York State fill an entire wall in his living room.

Corina has started working at a local supermarket. She likes the job, although she and I were both a little concerned at first that the managers were overworking her. There has been a lot of turmoil in the management there, and they’ve gone through several supervisors within the last month. They kept calling Corina and asking her to come in early or on her days off, which got to be a drag and had us both wondering if maybe she had made a mistake by working there. But things have settled down now and she’s working around 20 hours per week. That’s is just about perfect for her. It leaves her a lot of time to spend with her friends and pursue her other new love: soccer. Corina’s joined a 16-and-under girl’s soccer club and she really enjoys it. It’s a lot more fun playing for her and watching her play for me because, unlike softball, the team takes the game reasonably seriously and has a lot of talent. They don’t win all the time, but they win quite a lot and, more importantly, they play well. It’s always fun to watch kids playing sports if they know what they’re doing and try their best. Corina is hampered by a n almost complete lack of experience with soccer, so she doesn’t have the instincts and ball sense that the other girls have, but she has a natural athleticism and positive attitude that makes her a contributor to the team even if she doesn’t start. As she gains experience, her contributions will increase.

Michele is in Oregon visiting her sister Margee, having just spent two weeks in Arizona with another sister, Patricia. So she’s been gone for a while now, and I will be very happy to see her again when she returns to Potsdam late Friday evening. She will be home for a few weeks and then the three of us will go back to Indiana around August 7 to get our old home ready to sell. So her summer will get pretty chopped up. I imagine it will seem like she hasn’t had much of a summer here in Potsdam this year, which is a shame. If you pay the price of enduring the winters up here, you should at least get to enjoy the summers, which tend to be much more pleasant that those we had back in Indiana. Right now, for example, the temperature tends to hover between the upper 70s and low 80s. (Back in Indiana, temperatures are expected to be in the upper 80s to lower 90s—I just checked online—which is about when I start wilting.) 

Another thing that Michele has missed out on is the Potsdam summer festival this week. Just about every village in the North Country has its own summer festival—I guess it’s their way of saying, “Thanks God it’s not 20 below”—but Potsdam’s is one of the biggest. There are two stages set up with bands playing more or less continually for three days, there’s an antique car show, and, of course, all the other food and booths and crafts displayed typically associated with local fairs and festivals. The population of Potsdam about triples for the festival, especially on Saturday, the last day. I’ve walked down there several times over the past three days to hang out, socialize, and eat greasy food. (I will probably end up putting on 5-10 pounds. So it looks like I’m going to have to get a lot of exercise over these next couple of weeks to burn off these calories. With there having been so much rain so far this summer, I haven’t gotten nearly enough hiking in to keep the weight off. Hopefully that will change over the next couple of weeks.)

Isaac came out here for a visit a couple of weeks ago. We did some hiking together and had a good time. He’s back in Indiana now, working, rock-climbing and getting ready to go to Ghana for a semester this fall.

Julius continues to enjoy his internship at the Kennedy Space Center in Florida, working on a cupola for the international space station. He’s still on the rugby team and as far as I know still enjoying it. Last week Lynn, his girlfriend, came down for a visit and the two of them went kayaking and saw a lot of manatees and dolphins.

So that’s the most recent news from up here. Sorry it’s been so long since my last letter. I hope you are well and having an interesting and enjoyable summer.

Warmest Regards,

Glenn

