December 21, 2008

The winter lock down is now firmly in place. The ground is covered with about 12” of snow; the depth should double by the time today’s snowfall, due to end by around noon tomorrow, finally breaks. Daytime highs are between 10-15 degrees Fahrenheit; nighttime lows below zero. Daylight lasts about 8 hours, ending around 4:00 P.M. And I am laid up with a cold, too tired and chilled to get out and do any cross-country skiing. The winter charm is revealing its limits.

The snow and early nightfall made buying a Christmas tree more interesting this year. It was after dark when we bought ours at a small temporary stand set up in the Dominos Pizza parking lot—no lights, all the trees covered in snow and frozen together like closed umbrellas. It wasn’t until we got it home and set up in the living room that it thawed and fell open, allowing us to fully appreciate how lopsided and misshapen it was. Still, a little talent can turn an ugly duckling tree likes ours into a thing a real beauty. We, apparently, don’t have that talent, although words like “cute” and “interesting” often come up when people see our tree.

Today and tomorrow are the shortest days of the year. I can appreciate why the winter solstice was such a big deal for so many ancient cultures. Even though it will be months before we see the ground again, just knowing that the days will soon be growing incrementally longer is a boost worth celebrating. Even the early Christians appreciated this when they decided to celebrate Jesus’ birthday on the Saturnalia—the Roman celebration of the solstice—rather than in late June or early July, which is when he was most likely born. That extra minute and a half of daylight that we get on the 23rd of December may not seem like much, but it is a huge psychic boost: we are moving in the right direction.

This semester has gone amazingly quickly. Because I supervised student teachers, I got to spend a little more time in some elementary schools. Most of the time I was at one of the schools serving the Akwesasne (Mohawk) Reservation, which was a great experience. In addition to the usual subjects, the students at this school get instruction 2 days a week in the Mohawk language and heritage, and the students, who otherwise seem like typical kids, have a real sense of their Mohawk identity and history, which is encouraging to see.

My undergraduate classes went very well—I had a good group of students this semester—but my graduate level class was a little disappointing. First of all, on a lark I ended up combining my section with that of another teacher’s, and we team taught, which meant that I got to cover only about half of what I normally do. Also, the students—graduate students, remember—were quite a bit whinier than what I’m used to. I think this had something to do with so many of them being Canadian; Canadians, at least, those I’ve met, tend to whine and complain a lot. I think this must have something to do with the lack of gun violence up there. Here in America, if someone gives you a hard time, you shoot them: end of problem. But Canadians, even though they look like us, don’t really think like us, and they don’t know to resort to guns to settle their differences the way we do. So they whine instead. It’s really kind of pathetic. How can a nation so obsessed with hockey be so milquetoast off the ice?

A couple of weeks ago I was a judge at a series of robotics contests—one at the elementary school level and one for middle and high school teams. These teams design, construct and program small robots to perform a series of different tasks. All the regional teams come together for the competition. We even had a team from Pennsylvania and a couple of teams from New Jersey show up. It was an exciting experience. One thing that was really interesting was that the actual score of the contests were just a small part of the competition. At the elementary level, teams also had to conduct research and give presentations. Out of 8 different awards given, only one was for the most points scored. The grand champion, the team that goes on to compete in the international finals, was the team that scored the most consistently across all eight different categories, including quality of research, innovative robot design, team spirit, sportsmanship and robot performance. The upper level competition was even more clever. Here, more emphasis was placed on the robots’ performance, but even at this level cooperation between teams was crucially important. Robots had to collect little pucks and place them in different containers to score points, the smaller and higher the container, the more points it was worth. But teams were randomly paired up to compete against other pairs of teams. Each pair of teams had about 5 minutes before starting to compare notes, review their partner team’s robot design and programming, and then formulate a strategy. Then the two pairs of teams went head to head. There were several rounds, and the pairings were changed for each round, so you might be partnered up with a team you had previously competed against. After several rounds, the total number of points was tallied. The two teams with the most points got to pick their partner team for the final rounds—this kept the two highest scoring teams from joining forces—then the next two teams chose their partners, and so on. The person who started this whole robotics competition—I forget his name, but he’s the guy who invented the Segue—wanted to stress cooperation and ethics as well as engineering, and I think the way this competition was set up really helped promote all three ideals. So I was very pleased to be a part of this, and really enjoyed the experience.

I’ve started composing again. Long story here, it has to do with Mrs. White, our devoutly evangelical neighbor from Bloomington who died recently at age 106 or 108, the date of her birth being a little confused. She had been ill for a few months, slowly declining, but was still fighting on, and considering a new round of medical procedures to correct some of the problems caused by the previous batch. One night I had a dream, and in it there was a child singing a southern-style spiritual—it reminded me of some of the field recordings of folk and religious songs collected by Herbert Halpert from the hills of Kentucky and Tennessee back in the 1930s—with a refrain about bringing all your burdens, hurts, grudges, etc., to God and then letting go. I often hear songs in my dreams. Usually I ignore them, because whenever I’ve taken the time to write these song fragments down they’ve always turned out to be slightly reworked versions of other songs already written by someone else—the last one I took the time to write down, a Russian-style folk song with the refrain “please don’t be a perfect stranger,” turned out to be an up tempo remake of “Sunrise, Sunset” in common time—but when I lay in bed that night trying to ignore the melody and the words “let it go” that went with it, I found I couldn’t, so I got up at 3:30 in the morning, sat down at the piano, and sketched in the chorus. The next morning I worked out the verses and polished the thing up. Later that day we got the news that Mrs. White died early that morning. She was pronounced dead at 3:44 A.M., shortly after I got up to write down the song. This seemed like quite a coincidence, so, in her memory I added another verse about how when God calls you, don’t fight it, just “let it go.” As I said, in the dream the song was sung by a child, so I decided to adapt the song for children’s choir. SUNY Potsdam has a very good children’s choir, so I contacted the director to see if she would be willing to give me a reading of it—a reading is a quick run through for the composer to get an idea of how it sounds—and she agreed. I’ve sent her the score and she will contact me, probably some time in January when the choir starts up again, to schedule a time for me to hear the choir attempt it. I looking forward to hearing it performed.

Michele is still working as a parent advocate. At the moment she is ambivalent about her job but sticking with it. Despite all the drawbacks, she is beginning to establish a relationship with some of her charges, so that is making it a little more rewarding for her. It can be difficult to see how hard some people are struggling, and even more difficult to see how some of the decisions some people make cause their lives to be even more difficult. Smoking and obesity are two good examples of foot-shooting behavior by the poor. It’s hard enough when the odds are already so greatly stacked against you; it’s a real shame that some people stack them even greater against themselves. When she’s not working for YAP Michele is baking Christmas cookies and otherwise getting ready for holiday, plus volunteering at the local crisis line and, or course, nurturing the family.

Corina is glad to have some time off from school to visit with a lot of her friends, several of whom are home from college. She’s had a good semester at school, keeping her grades up in some very difficult classes, playing soccer, editing the features section of the school newspaper, and playing saxophone in the newly revived school jazz band, which she loves. Also, she just found out that she got a part in the school play, and she’s very happy about that. Kevin, her boyfriend, also got a part, so hopefully they will be able to see a lot of each other at rehearsals, even though they are in separate productions—the school is presenting two separate productions of “The Odd Couple,” one version with male leads and one with female.

Julius is home from Cornell, recuperating after a tough semester and a bus trip from Ithaca that took 14 hours, starting off by going south to Binghamton, then east to Albany, then north to Lake Placid, then west to Massena, then south to Potsdam. Had there been daylight and a landscape not completely buried under snow, it probably would have been a very pretty ride.

Isaac has finished his semester in Ghana and is now traveling in Mali with his friend Jackie. He’s due back in the states sometime around the middle of January. I don’t know when we’ll get to see him and hear Africa stories.

So life ambles forward in its own quirky way. I hope yours is going well and that you have a great holiday season. Merry Christmas, and best wishes for a happy new year.
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