May 11, 2008

Isn’t spring a wonderful thing?

Spring has finally arrived in North Country, after a long winter and a brief week and a half of summer. Days are rapidly growing much longer, with sunrise well before 6:00 A.M. and sunsets postponed past 8:30 P.M. In the woods, bloodroot, trout lily, wood violets and both white and red trillium are all in bloom; fuzzy foot-high shoots of fiddlehead ferns stand around in clusters like miniature groups of morose, Mediaeval monks, robed and shrouded, waiting somberly for divine inspiration to unfurl and blanket the shady hillsides in the area. The Racquette River, swollen with snowmelt from nearby mountains, inundates its banks, swallowing the lowlands, and reduces my customary hike around Sugar Island by half as it washes over large swaths lowlands, forcing me to abandon the trail along the lower shoreline of the west side in favor of the elevated path, the remains of abandoned railroad tracks, that leads down the center of the island. The white blossoms of the wild cherry trees implant in me the first great pang of loss that I’ve experience since leaving Indiana: dogwood trees. There are no dogwood or redbud trees up here in North Country, and I hadn’t noticed this until now. Late April and early May in Bloomington is the time that large patches of young forest turn, first, pure white, and then alternating patches and white and fuchsia, creating entire hillsides of impressionistic masterpieces: smears of large white dogwood blossoms broken up by the pointillist pink dots of tiny redbud flowers. So when I’m hiking in the woods and I catch a wild cherry tree in full bloom out of the corner of my eye my first thought is, “Hooray, the dogwoods are finally in bloom.” But this brief burst of elation is quickly followed by a lingering, poignant pang of melancholy as I realize that there will be no dogwoods in bloom up here this year. 

Spring in North Country brings with it a flurry of activity, as Nature rushes to make up for time lost to its growing season due to the extended winter. And the area humans are no exception. Last weekend was the village’s annual cleanup day, when local citizens all pitched in to clean up the mounds of street sand, salt and trash that have accumulated over the winter. Large pods of people, young and old alike, form enthusiastic work crews, reveling in the new season as they push brooms all over the entire downtown area and gather up the winter detritus. The members of the local college fraternities and sororities formed some of the most conspicuous, enthusiastic and effective crews, cleaning from the streets as much as 10 or 20% of the garbage that they personally threw there since last fall.

Spring also means the return of lacrosse season, and I’ve seen my first lacrosse game. I often pass the SUNY team, which is respectable but not outstanding, in action on my walks home. Lacrosse is basically hockey played outdoors on a field with long nets instead of hockey sticks. That it is much more similar to hockey than to, say, soccer, probably accounts for its popularity up here—winter is hockey season and spring is lacrosse. That’s it. Period, end of discussion. Fall? Well, that’s when you get in shape for hockey and lacrosse. Football is an afterthought in most area schools—SUNY Potsdam doesn’t even have a football team. Basketball? “Um . . . oh, yeah! I knew someone who played basketball once.” Baseball? Well, it’s okay I guess, I mean, if you’re not any good at lacrosse. Corina’s softball team is a good example of the popularity of lacrosse. Most of the girls are nice people, and some of them really seem to try hard, but watching them you can’t help feeling that, with the obvious exception of Corina, most of the girls are there because they didn’t make the cut on the lacrosse team. Softball is an afterthought to them, and excuse for getting together and dressing alike. The players are decent, sometimes, but watching them, you can’t help concluding that the lacrosse team has skimmed off the best athletes.

Of course, another reason the softball team might be struggling is their name. The High School mascot is the Sandstoners, named after our illustrious ancestors—the stout, sturdy people of the 18th and early 19th centuries who quarried the Potsdam sandstone and made it a well-known building stone, the people built this town with little more than their own grit and gristle. While it is certainly admirable to pay homage to the town’s history, in day-to-day use the name Sandstoners gets shortened to Stoners. Everyone in the region refers to the Potsdam Stoners, and has done so for many years. There are posters in the high school that say “Go Stoners!” And the girl’s softball team has “Stoners’ written across the front of their uniforms. One might expect school administrators to frown on referring to its students as “Stoners,” but that doesn’t appear to be the case. So how seriously can we expect a bunch of Stoner girls to play softball? I think subliminally most of the team recognizes this, because they certainly play like Stoners sometimes.

My first year at SUNY Potsdam is rapidly drawing to a close. Classes concluded last Friday, and we have final exams this week. The year has gone very quickly and without any major problems. My schizophrenic student stopped showing up for classes about halfway through the semester. Since he will end up failing all his classes, it is not likely that he will be allowed back in the program in the future. So I’m glad that he won’t be placed in any elementary classrooms, but I’m disappointed that we weren’t able to do anything to help him. The college offers free counseling, and I repeatedly encouraged him to stop in and talk to someone in the counseling center about some of the problems he was dealing with. But he steadfastly refused to accept the possibility that he was misinterpreting the meaning and significance of all these “strange coincidences” that he was experiencing. As far as I know, he is still convinced that the government has implanted a microchip behind his eyeballs that allows them to monitor all his thoughts and everything he sees. Recently he has gotten into trouble with the law and has been ordered to undergo a psychiatric evaluation, so maybe he’ll get some help somewhere, but I’m not hopeful. Unfortunately, it’s not really possible to help people against their will. Even committing them, which is very unlikely in this case, is not necessarily the same as helping them.

Anyway, I’m looking forward to summer break, although at the moment it looks like it will be a busy summer. I am a member of a group that will be presenting a series of workshops on robotics to area middle and high school science teachers. I’m collaborating with a robotics professor at Clarkson University, the private engineering college in Potsdam. The participants will be teachers who coach their schools’ robotics teams. Last summer they all went to Clarkson for an introductory workshop, and this summer we’re bringing them back for some additional training. My responsibility will be to help them develop curriculum based on the robotics equipment that they can use in their regular science classes, to help them use robotics as more than just after school enrichment.

It looks like we’ll also be coming back to Bloomington for a few weeks this summer, probably in early August, to spend some time getting the old house back in shape in case we decide to sell it. As of now Isaac isn’t planning to live there next year, and, being so far away, renting it looks really difficult. So unless the housing market in Bloomington totally collapses, we will probably try to sell the house. All three of us—Corina, Michele and I—feel like Potsdam is our home now; it doesn’t look like we’ll be moving back to Bloomington, although I have to admit I feel a twinge in my heart as I write this. It’s hard to believe that I lived in Indiana for over 30 years, 28 of those years in Bloomington.

Michele is having issues with her back again. This is largely because of the beautiful weather, darn it. After the long winter, it’s hard for her to resist the temptation to dig up the flower and vegetable gardens, to start restoring them after having been allowed to grow wild for the past year or so. The woman who owned our house before us was an avid gardener and put in some beautiful beds, but the house had renters the past year or so, and they did not keep them up. Michele has been spending a lot of time turning over soil and digging out weeds, and this can take quite a toll on her back. The problem is that she doesn’t notice her back getting sore until it’s too late. She tries not to overdo it, but when it’s so nice outside and there’s so much work to be done, it’s hard not to. Yesterday I was working on our front porch, putting up new posts and adding railings. Michele and I both agreed that she shouldn’t help because it would be too hard on her back. So, in order to be near me while I was working, she decided to do a little weeding in the front flowerbed. This is a huge chore, as it is a large garden and completely overgrown with weeds. In retrospect, she probably would have been better off helping me; weeding can take such a toll on your back, and today she’s really feeling the consequences of pushing herself too hard. Hopefully, if she takes it easy today and keeps her back iced, she’ll be back up to speed quickly.

And that’s pretty much the news from up our way. I hope your spring is/has been as glorious as ours.

Glenn

