November 2, 2008

Things are quieting down here in North Country after the excitement of Halloween—one of the major holiday events of the year around here. People started celebrating it about 8 days earlier during Fright Night, the night that the local kids dress-rehearse their costumes in downtown Potsdam and collect treats from all the local businesses. This year the skies were clear for the Halloween parade, which was a blessing since Halloween was so much colder this year than last. Being drenched in a nylon Spiderman costume while riding around town on a screaming fire engine is quite an exciting experience for a nine-year-old when the temperature is 70 degrees, but it can land you in the hospital when the temperature is 35. But as I said, the holiday excitement has died down; the huge bowl of candy that was waiting expectantly on our coffee table is now empty, its contents having been doled out to many dozens of vampires, princesses and axe-murders in hockey masks visiting us that night.

Yesterday Michele and I took Athena for a walk along the waterfalls of the Racquette River in Colton. The ground was still covered with snow from the 7-12 inches that fell last Wednesday night—a snowfall that surprised most of the people around here but actually surprised the trees a lot more. The snow began as rain and was very wet, sticky and heavy. Many of the trees were still covered with leaves. Although designed to support bare limbs covered with snow and ice, most trees were not prepared to support the additional weight of all the snow that piled up on their leaves. Trees were split in half all over the area, and many of those that survived were bent over double or had large boughs broken off. In some sections of town it looked like a hurricane had blown through, except that everything was buried under 8 inches of snow. All the fallen trees and branches brought down power lines all throughout the North Country, and many places were without power for up to two days. Our power, fortunately, was unaffected.

But despite the lingering snow, which made the trail quite tricky in places, especially on some of the steeper slopes, we had a nice walk. There was a little excitement on the way back, as we heard a dog barking incessantly across the river. The further we walked the louder it got, but try as we might we couldn’t see any dog on the opposite shore. Eventually I realized that the barking was coming from our side of the river; we were hearing the echoes bouncing off the rock ledges of the other side. So I peered over the edge of the cliff and down below there was a dog trapped on a rock at the bottom of the cliff. The poor thing was standing in about 3 inches of near-freezing water, soaking wet, scrunched up against the sheer rock wall on one side and surrounded on the other 3 by gushing torrents of water cascading over the waterfall swollen with snow. I tried climbing to it but could get only about halfway before the ledge dropped straight down, leaving me nothing to grab on to. If I fell into the water I would be dashed against the rocks and probably killed instantly. It didn’t take me long to decide to climb back up. Michele, Athena and I pondered the situation for a moment and realized that the only way to rescue the poor creature would be to use some ropes and a harness for the dog. So we decided to abandon the dog there and hurry back to Colton to contact the fire department. Fortunately, as we walked back we passed a family coming in the opposite direction. The father was carrying a large backpack. It turned out that they owned the trapped dog and were in the process of rescuing it; the backpack contained ropes and a harness. I hope that the rescue was successful. I would have stayed to help out but we needed to get back to pick Corina up from work (her last day—she had to quit because she was getting too busy with school and soccer) so that she could get to her soccer game—the sectional championship—on time.

She got there on time. Her team scored 5 goals in the first half and went on to win 6-0. So her team, after being co-champion of their division and winning the sectional final, now advance into the regional competition. They have a game Tuesday afternoon against Plattsburg, always a tough opponent.

Speaking of Plattsburg, last night Michele and I saw a movie called Frozen River that was filmed there, although it actually takes place in Massena—about 15 miles from here—and on the nearby Akwesasne Mohawk reservation, which straddles the US-Canadian border along the North Country. Despite its occasional slow pace and austere aesthetic, I highly recommend it if you want to get a feel for life in the North Country during the winter, particularly among the poor who are so numerous in this area once you leave the protective enclaves of Potsdam and Canton. The depiction of the white-Mohawk tensions is pretty accurate—there does not appear to be much overt hostility between the peoples, just simmering distrust. And the issue of smuggling by the Mohawks is real. Of course, from the Mohawk perspective, it’s not smuggling at all. Since treaties declare the Akwesasne territory completely under Mohawk jurisdiction, they aren’t smuggling, they are just escorting people from one end of their territory to the other. But, of course, once these people leave the reservation they are illegal immigrants and the Mohawks that deliver them for great profit to the safe houses are smugglers. The US border patrol sets up frequent roaming roadblocks all through the North Country area—just two days ago I encountered one driving back from Canton—and I can verify that if you’re white you are usually waved through, but if you’re Mohawk you will get stopped, questioned and likely have your vehicle searched.

Anyway, it’s a very good film—the scenes of the two protagonists driving over the frozen St. Lawrence Seaway with illegal immigrants locked in the truck of their car are very tense—but it is definitely not Hollywood; there are no explosions or naked bodies, and although it is shot in color, most of the scenes are overwhelmingly gray, as is the landscape around here in the winter, especially around the lowlands of Massena.

Michele continues to volunteer at the Crisis Line, but she has given up auditing the college chemistry class to free up some time for her new job as a parent advocate for the St. Lawrence County Youth Advocate Program (YAP). YAP is a private, non-profit program currently being run in 20-some states nationwide. The goal of YAP is to try to keep families facing difficult challenges from falling apart. Michele works with three different families, but her primary responsibility is to provide support to parents. That can be anything from helping a mother get their GED to providing parenting or housekeeping advice to planning a party for one of the children or relatives. Personally I think Michele is perfect for this job. She has just the right people and parenting skills to make a really positive impact on many of her clients. The big question is whether or not she can stomach all the mindless paperwork.

I’m still teaching science education methods at the college, and I’ve begun supervising student teachers. I have students placed in the Salmon River Elementary School and in the St. Regis Mohawk School. The Salmon River School is just outside the Akwesasne Reservation—about half the student population is Mohawk. St. Regis School is on the reservation and 99% of the students are Mohawk. But that school was just shut down on Friday, and all their students will now go to Salmon River. The problems started back in August when an unusually wet summer led to mold growing in one of the kindergarten classrooms. A quick inspection revealed that the entire primary wing had mold issues. So that wing was shut down and classes were doubled up in the rest of the school while the rooms were cleaned and bleached. This should have taken around 3-4 weeks, but in the course of the cleaning operation asbestos was discovered, so the wing had to be sealed off so that a major asbestos remediation could be performed. That was expected to take an additional 4-6 weeks, at least. Soon, a lot of parents started withdrawing their children from the school and enrolling them in Salmon River. Then last Thursday one of the boilers ruptured and the entire basement got contaminated with fuel oil. So now the school is shut down for the rest of the year and all the students are being sent to Salmon River, which will have to double many of the classes to accommodate the influx of new students. I plan to go out tomorrow to find out where all my student teachers are and hope that I don’t have two of them placed in the same room. It is going to be a difficult year, but so far everyone seems to be rising to the challenge. We will just have to wait and see how things go.

Everything else seems to be going well. I started raking leaves yesterday and have come to the realization that half-assed makes for a really interesting grounds-keeping aesthetic. Maybe it will catch on around the neighborhood, especially if all the leaves that I neglected to rake blow into the neighbors’ yards. Isaac is still in Africa and Julius is still in Ithaca. We are hoping that Julius will come up to Potsdam for Thanksgiving, but so far he’s been noncommittal. Isaac won’t be back in the US until January, and he’ll be flying into Bloomington just in time to begin classes, so it’s hard to say when we’ll see him again. It’s good seeing children grow up and become independent, but at the same time, it would be nice to see them every now and then, too. Oh well, being a parent is a bittersweet endeavor.

I hope you are having a good fall. Winter will soon be upon us, so it’s time to hunker down and make preparations.

Best wishes,

Glenn

