September 28, 2007

Greetings from North Country!

Well, it's been a quiet week here in North Country, my new home. Fall is in the air, and nighttime temperatures have been dipping down into the 30s. I've started wearing a light jacket on my morning walks to work, and the past couple of nights I've brought the Boston fern in off the porch because of frost warnings. Daytime highs have been fluctuating between the low 70s and the upper 50s. Most days are at least partly sunny, although last week we finally got some much-needed rain.

Lately I've been thinking a lot about squirrels. There are two species of squirrels back in Bloomington. The fox squirrel is the larger of the two. It has a gray back and reddish-brown under parts. You see these squirrels a lot in town. On the IU campus they are especially tame, and often you can get within a few feet of them before they bolt up a tree. The gray squirrel is seen much less frequently. They are smaller, have little or no brown under parts, and are very shy. You rarely see them in town; they usually live in heavily forested areas.

I haven't seen any fox squirrels in Potsdam, but the gray squirrels are abundant. But what's interesting is that here they seem to occupy the niche that the fox squirrels filled in Bloomington. They live in the village, and they are very tame. I have no idea why this is. Perhaps in Bloomington the fox squirrels have chased the gray squirrels into the forests. I should also mention that there is very little forest immediately around Potsdam. Although you can just about throw a stone from one side of Potsdam to the other, the land immediately surrounding the village is mostly farmland. You have to head south or east a couple of miles before you see much forest. So maybe the gray squirrels adapted to the clearing of the land around here, whereas in Bloomington they're still holding out for forest.

I've also seen a lot of sea gulls in Potsdam, which I'm very happy about. It reminds me of the ocean in New Jersey, where I grew up. In all honesty, I never really missed them in Bloomington, (Lake Monroe does have its share of terns, but I've never seen a gull there), but now when I see one circling overhead or walking around campus, it seems to resonate with some unfocused childhood memories. They evoke an unexpected feeling in me, part nostalgia and part well-being, as if tapping into a simpler part of my existence. I can remember sitting on the jetty as a kid watching the gulls flying over the waves, playing around with all the unusual air currents formed by the different rates of warming of the water, sand and rocks. It seems like I must have spent hours watching them dive and soar. So it's good to have my old friends back here in Potsdam with me.

Labor Day weekend Kristin, a friend from Bloomington who is living in Rochester right now, came up for a visit. Michele, Kristin and I hiked up Ampersand Mountain, which is about an hour southeast of here by car. The trail was 2.7 miles long one way, and the climb was 1,775 feet in elevation; it took us around 1 hr. and ½ to get to the top. The last half mile involved lot of scrambling over rock. But the view at the top was breath taking. The very top was bare rock-apparently all the vegetation was deliberately burnt off in the late 1800s for surveying purposes-and we could see for probably 40-50 miles in all directions. I've attached a photo of Michele and me on top of the mountain. Of course, the picture doesn't do the view justice, but you can get some idea of how beautiful it is up there. Since this was Labor Day weekend, there were a lot of people at the top, but the cleared area was huge, so it didn't seem crowded. And most of the people at the top were speaking French! It felt a lot like being in Europe, and it made me realize that I want to get up to Montreal soon, which is about 2 hours northeast of Potsdam. The walk back down the mountain was actually more difficult than I expected. Because much of the trail was so steep and rocky, it was often difficult to keep your balance, and my knees started getting sore from constantly having to push up against my weight. My legs were still stiff from the hike for most of the next day, but I'd do it again in a second.

I'm having a hard time getting any of the much-needed yard work done around the house because whenever I have any free time I want to spend it exploring and hiking in the woods. It's impossible to hike in the woods for more than ¼ mile in any direction without seeing some beautiful lake, river and/or waterfall. Because we're in the foothills, the rivers follow steep slopes and are very fast moving. So there's no sediment or mud in the rivers for much of their lengths. The water is clear and the rivers cut through bare rock. And the geology is pretty spectacular, too. I'm starting to learn a little about metamorphic rocks-rocks that have been changed due to intense heat and pressure-and that is helping me to appreciate the area more. At first I was struggling with the lack of fossils around here, but now that I'm learning to interpret the history of the rocks in this area I find them almost as interesting as the fossils I would find back in Indiana.

Michele and Corina are both doing well. Michele just bought a new bicycle and plans to do a lot of riding around the area. She's made a lot of new friends and really loves living up here and hiking with me on the weekends. Corina has started her sophomore years at Potsdam H.S. and joined the cross-country team. She has also made a lot of new friends and enjoys the freedom of being within walking distance of downtown.

School has started for me, too, of course. I'm teaching 4 classes this semester, plus sitting in on a couple of geology courses. And I'm being meeting-ed to death-department meetings, program meetings, new-faculty meetings, budget meetings, scholarship meetings, and the list goes on and on. However, I recently realized that only about 1/3 to 1/2 of the people who are supposed to be at any certain meeting are actually show up. So, doing the math, I figure I can skip 50-67% of the meetings that I'm supposed to attend without anyone getting mad at me. That should free up a lot of time for me and make the rest of this semester much less hectic. I may even have time to write or plan some of my classes in advance. But other than the endless meetings-Glenn's first law of academic meetings: no meeting is ever as valuable as the prep time it deprives you of-I really enjoy my job. Everyone is very friendly and supportive; the students are respectful and interested (no, I'm not making this up, but it's still early in the semester). I think I am really going to enjoy living and working up here, although I'm reserving the final judgment until after our first winter.

Warmest regards,

Glenn

