August 5, 2008

Summer vacation is winding down here in North Country. It has been a cool, wet summer, with temperatures generally in the high 70s to low 80s and rain—at least a brief showers, but some days serious downpours—occurring about five days out of every week on the average. The rain has raised rivers above their normal banks, which stresses the trees lining them, causing them to change color. Already you can see many brilliant red maples along the Racquette River, which is a little disconcerting considering how long the winters are up here. Seeing signs of fall during the early dog days of August makes you start worrying about when the first snowfall will be. Summer is short up here. It starts about three weeks later than it did back in Indiana and ends three weeks earlier. Three weeks may not seem like much, but it leads to a very brief summer—six weeks shorter than in southern Indiana.

Now, I wouldn’t much mind shortening a Bloomington summer by six weeks—the heat and humidity tend to knock me out and leave me panting and sweating after the slightest physical effort, such a reading a book or tying my shoelaces—but chopping a month and a half off a Potsdam summer is really a shame because they are so mild and pleasant. But the rain this summer has been extraordinary. In the hemlock forests, the mushrooms are running riot. Because these forests are so dark, wildflowers are quite sparse in the thin understory, and the mushrooms make up the difference—purple, pink, translucent orange, bright yellow, fiery reds—equaling the range of colors seen in a typical summer meadow, although the density is much lower.

Summer “vacation” may be a misnomer, as I’ve been very busy for most of this season. Last week we completed the Level 2 robotics workshop for area public school teachers. Actually, there weren’t any of robots running around. But we taught the teachers how to program the robot controllers to collect data with different sensors and to display the data for analysis. The last two days of the workshop the teachers were writing lessons around some of the different sensors, and they came up with a lot of exciting ideas. There was a fifth grade teacher who will have his students measuring the UV radiation that passes through sunglasses. Another teacher will have his students test the efficiency of different windmill designs using a light sensor and a voltage sensor. There will be elementary students measuring and comparing the brightness of incandescent and CFL bulbs. One group of high school students will have to design a solar collector panel frame that will automatically track the Sun and properly orient the panels for maximum efficiency. Another group will be testing friction and drag on different model car designs in a wind tunnel. These are really amazing things for public school students to be doing in their science and math classes. I know I never did anything like this when I was in school. So I’m quite pleased with how the workshop turned out, and I am anxious to hear how well these different lessons work for the teachers and their students.

But I have had some time for fun. Michele and I have discovered a great new place to swim that I have dubbed the “waterslide.” It’s about a mile and a half up the trail that follows the Racquette River out of Colton. Most of the river is too shallow and the rapids too rough for swimming—you pass about a dozen waterfalls on your way to the waterslide; the vertical drop per mile of this river is one of the greatest in the country—but after about a forty minute hike you arrive at this place where the water suddenly gets very deep and the turbulent rapids flatten out into a fast-moving channel. But what’s so neat is that right up against the rock wall encasing the channel is a weak reverse current—it can actually carry you upstream a little ways. You can go about thirty feet or so upstream before the backward current ends. Then you suddenly smash into the powerful downstream current. But if you grab on to the rocks sticking out from the wall you can pull yourself, with great effort, upstream against the current for about ten feet until you get to a little protected cove where you encounter another slight upstream current that carries you another forty or fifty feet. When you get to the top of the cove you push yourself out into the rushing downstream current and you get whipped downstream back to where you started. Then you do the whole thing all over again. And again. It feels a lot like a waterslide, and it’s a lot of fun.

Another fun thing I did was go to a coin convention in Ottawa a couple of weeks ago. There were only four dealers, out of about forty there, who had any ancient coins for sale, but I bought something from each of them. My favorite dealer was the guy who had a box of uncleaned bronze coins from around A.D. 300-315. This is one of the time periods that my personal collection focuses on. In particular, I collect coins of Constantine the Great and coins with GENIO reverses. (GENIO stands for Genius, which is kind of like a guardian spirit or patron saint. The deity had nothing to do with intelligence.) Picking through this box of coins, I was able to find several nice additions to my collection—a couple of Constantine reverses that I didn’t have and some nice GENIO variants from Alexandria that I was really pleased to get. At another table I picked up several silver denarii of Septimius Severus at a great price. These I plan to sell on my web site (if I ever get around to updating it).

In addition to ancient coins, I’ve recently started a new collection: rejection notes about my novel from literary agents. I don’t like to boast, but I’ve gotten rejections from some VERY well respected and successful agents, some of the biggies in the industry. I’ve gotten enough of them now that I think I’m going to have to specialize and focus my collection a bit or it will get overwhelming. Perhaps I will concentrate on European agents, or maybe agents who primarily represent historical fiction. Of course, as my collection grows, the likelihood of my novel getting published within my lifetime diminishes, getting closer and closer to zero each day. I’m toying with the idea of selling it electronically directly from my web site—say, charging $5.00 for a pdf (file type) version that people can read on their computers or print out for themselves—but I’d want to do a couple of re-writes before I make it generally available. I’ve been resisting doing too much re-writing right now because, if the story ever does get picked up for publication, the editor will probably insist on a lot of changes anyway. I don’t want to get too invested in what I’ve written that it would hurt to make revisions. So right now the book isn’t yet in a form that I’d want to share on a large scale. Of course, selling electronic versions of it from my web would probably precludes that possibility anyway, so maybe I’m worrying about nothing.

Michele is back in Potsdam thankfully. She has been working very hard painting the house but is frequently stymied by the seemingly endless rain. A daily weather routine seems to be emerging. She can often paint in the morning and early afternoon and the paint will have time to dry before the rains come in the late afternoon. The past few days, however, the rhythm has changed and it’s much harder to predict when the rain will arrive. So it gets frustrating sometimes, and the progress is slow. But today looks to be a beautiful, sunny day, so we should be able to get a lot of painting it. And the new color looks great; it’s quite an improvement over the fluorescent aqua.

Corina has been working a lot at a local grocery store. She’s pleased be getting a paycheck, but she’s also taking a driver education class in the morning and this, plus the twice weekly soccer games, leaves her little time to enjoy her summer break. So she’s a little sad to see her summer clock ticking down with such little restraint. Fortunately, high school doesn’t begin up here until after Labor Day, so she’ll still have some time off after we return from Indiana.

Julius completes his internship at the Kennedy Space Center this week. His last day is Friday, and on Saturday he’ll leave Florida to meet us in Indiana. I think he really enjoyed his experience there. I remember early on he told me that he was watching the NASA television channel (it’s on cable down there) and there was a show on about how some of the tiles on the shuttle launch pad were disintegrating and that “experts are currently examining them to determine the cause” and he suddenly realized they were talking about him, since that’s what he was working on at the time. Being a NASA “expert” for the summer must be a lot more exciting and rewarding than being a dishwasher or painting houses.

Isaac has arrived safely in Ghana, but that’s about all I know. He sent a brief email saying that orientation was taking up a lot of time and he would write with more details as soon as he had a chance. I look forward to hearing more about his experiences over there.

Thursday Michele, Corina and I leave for Indiana. We’re still not sure if Athena will accompany us—I’d much rather leave her here in Potsdam but that may not be possible or practical. Although we hope to see old friends while we are out there, and I hope to get in some serious fossil collecting—I’m still suffering from fossil withdrawal up here in Grenville Metamorphicland—our primary mission is to prepare the old home for selling. This will be hard for two reasons. First, this seems like a terrible time to try to sell a house. But second, it will be difficult to let go of all the personal history locked up in the place. We lived there a long time, eighteen years, I think. One child was born there and all three grew up there; actually, all five of us grew up there. So it will be tough to let go of something that sheltered and supported us for so long. But we have to. The thought of trying to be a landlord from 900 miles away is really daunting. I wish there was some way we could hold on to it for a little longer, make our goodbye to Indiana seem a little less final, but it’s just not practical. So it’s time to set it free so that it can move on and nurture a new family. With summer ending and fall—a new school year, a new season—approaching, this seems like a good time for closure. Let us embrace our future unreservedly.

I hope your summer, however fleeting, has been as enjoyable for you as ours has been for us.

Warmest regards,

Glenn

