January 12, 2010

Happy 2010. I hope your 2009 was successful and enjoyable and that the coming new year offers many exciting possibilities.

This is the first North Country News that I’ve sent out in quite a while. The last one was back in March. I apologize for this silence. The main reason I’ve been so negligent in writing is that I’ve been composing furiously in my spare time, and I’ve been reluctant to sacrifice any of my precious composing time to write news updates. Plus, having been up here in Potsdam 2½ years already, there’s less news to report. The weather is the same—cold and gray—the area is still beautiful, and my job has remained stable despite the significant budget cutbacks that our campus is facing.

One piece of news to report is that I have finally experienced the wrath of the dreaded Adirondack black fly. When Isaac, Jackie and Julius were up here for a visit last May, we decided to go backpacking. There is a new 50-mile hiking trail around Cranberry Lake, about an hour or so south of here, that we attempted, planning to complete the trail in three days. It seemed a fitting thing to do. The boys and I haven’t been backpacking together since they were in their early teens, and this might be our last opportunity for an extended hiking trip. I knew that May is peak black fly season, but I’d gone hiking a few different places in the Adirondacks in May before, and I’d never had much of a problem with them as long as I wore a hat. So I figured I was just smarter or tougher than all the locals who caution against back-country hiking in the area during May and June. What do they know about black flies? Wimps. Most of them don’t go backpacking in May or June anyway.

And really, they weren’t that bad as long as you kept moving. Irritating ,yes. But life-threatening? Hardly. At first, I thought they were just gnats. I’d pictured something like the pine flies that we had back in Indiana: about a ½ inch long with an annoying, almost-but-not-quite painful bite. But these were nothing—teeny little things that buzzed around your head threatening but for the most part never really attacking. Until you stopped moving. Then it was like being in a bad horror movie. They attacked. They swarmed. They covered our faces, our necks, our arms. And they bit, albeit painlessly, but drawing blood that ran down our arms and heads in little rivulets and leaving tiny wounds that took many weeks to heal.

The further into the woods we hiked, the more massive and aggressive their attacks. It was like hiking deeper and deeper into enemy guerilla territory. As the day wore on we grew more and more tired but more and more reluctant to stop for breaks because of the vicious onslaughts that ensued every time we paused for breath. So we just trudged onward, stoically, grim-faced, teeth gritted. Finally, after around 15 miles or so, we could go no further without a break. So we set up the tent in the middle of the trail and climbed inside just so we could relax for a little bit and give our legs a rest. Inside the tent, I meekly raised the possibility of spending the night in that spot and then turning around and heading home the next day. There was an audible sigh of relief as Captain Queeq’s crew realized that they had just been spared the dangerous, uncertain  burden of mutinying. 

The next day we hiked back to the trailhead. Our car was parked down the road about 2½ miles. Isaac, Julius and Jackie pitched the tent and rested inside while I walked back to the car, stopping on the way back at a nearby micro-grocery/deli to buy some roast beef submarine sandwiches and bottles of iced tea for a surprise lunch. I can’t speak for Isaac, Jackie or Julius, but for me those roast beef subs were the highlight of the misadventure. I can’t remember when a sandwich tasted better.

As I said above, I’ve been composing furiously this year, writing 4 pieces for big band jazz ensemble, 8 choral pieces and 2 pieces for solo classical guitar, one of which is a suite of 5 shorter dance movements. I’ve had the first faint inklings of success this year: 1 jazz piece was performed by the Potsdam High School jazz ensemble in a concert featuring several different area middle and high school jazz bands, and one of my choral pieces was performed by the (SUNY Potsdam) Crane Children’s Chorus at their recent Christmas concert. But pieces were well received. I’ve also written two songs for two different choirs, one in Serbia and one in Macedonia, that are supposed to be premiered later this year, so there’s a good chance that some of my music will be heard internationally if everything goes according to plan.

I’ve put together a CD of some of the music I’ve written this year. It includes all the jazz and guitar pieces plus the live recording of “Threnody,” the choral piece recently performed by the Crane Children’s choir. Except for “Threnody” all the other pieces are MIDI realizations; that is, they aren’t actual performances, they’re just computer-generated simulacra. I don’t have any other choral pieces on the CD. Even though the computer can simulate the human voice, it can’t sing the lyrics, and the songs sound kind of dumb with just a human voice singing, “Aah” throughout. The whole package is very primitive—the CD has “Works, 2009” handwritten in black marker on it and comes in a paper sleeve—your choice of blue, red or, while supplies last, green. Drop me an email with your name and address if you’d like a copy. As long as your expectations are low enough, you won’t be disappointed.

About 18 months ago I joined Big Brothers/Big Sisters, and I’m now a big brother to a 12-year-old boy named Blayke. We get along pretty well. A few weeks ago we went to Lake Placid to see the world bobsledding championships. It was pretty amazing how low key this world championship event was. Tickets cost $8.00, but you could get in for free if you brought a can of food for the local food bank. There may have be several hundred, maybe even a thousand people there, but the track is almost 1½ miles long, and being spread out over this length made the audience seem very sparse—a few clumps of people here and there. It was very informal: world-class athletes hanging out, mingling with the audience. (I guess you’d call the athletes. What, exactly, are the skills needed to be a member of a 4-man bobsled team? Luck? Connections? Criminal recklessness?)

We went to the afternoon session, which started at 1:00. We didn’t arrive until about 1:30, but we got there in time to see the last couple of participants in the women’s skeleton event—basically woman in Spandex racing down the track head first at around 70 mph on a tiny little sled. We missed most of that event, but we didn’t mind because we had come to see the 4-man bobsleds, figuring the event would probably last until around 4:00 or so. What we didn’t realize was that there were only about 8 or 10 teams competing and that the runs take only about 2½ minutes to complete. By around 2:15 the competition was over.  Blayke and I were standing at the finish line for the first couple of runs, and then we decided to walk up to the starting post to watch, not realizing how short the entire event was. We ended up getting to the starting post in time to see the last team start. We’d accidentally gotten up on the wrong side of the track, so we were standing among all the other coaches and cameramen. No one seemed to mind. But it was pretty disappointing after seeing just one start to hear the announcer say: “That concludes our competition ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for coming out.” Well, shucks. We walked back down the track toward the parking lot, disappointed that we didn’t get there earlier. Halfway down we heard the announcer: “Please clear the track, there is one more bobsled coming down. Everyone please stay off the track until Stephen Colbert’s bobsled passes. Thank you.” Huh? Sure enough, this black bobsled zips past us. We get to the finish line, and Stephen Colbert climbs out of the bobsled along with three members of the US Olympic bobsledding team. Turns out, he was filming a segment of the “Colbert Report.” We watched him film the opening to his show a couple of times—“This is the Colbert Report”—then interview the other riders and crack a couple of jokes with the audience. There probably weren’t more than 20 or 30 people around, many of them in the film crew. We were just across the track from him, about 8 feet away. I’m not sure when the winter Olympics begins, but Stephen Colbert’s planning to do some shows from Calgary, the site of the Olympics, and this is supposed to be the intro to the first show. We don’t have cable TV, but his shows are also available over the internet (with fewer commercials), so I plan to watch it when it comes on. 

Michele is doing well. She is actually handling winter better than I am. She gets out cross-country skiing a lot, more often that I do, although Sunday we both went out to Highley Flow State Park together and skied along some of the trails snaking through the beautiful evergreen forest in the area. Although I am much slower than Michele, I’ve become quite competent and can ski without falling as long as the trails are a) utterly flat, and b) absolutely straight.

But about Michele: she has started quilting. She’s made a couple of very pretty pot holder/wall hangings so far, and she has gotten good enough that she is pondering her first quilt. Also, she is helping sew the costumes for a play being performed by the Grasse River Players. (That’s the same theater troop that put on the play I was in two years ago.) The play is called “Enchanted April.” It’s a costume drama that takes place in the early 1900s and it will be performed in February. Michele is going to be one of the dressers, too, since there’re some very fast costume changes, so she’ll be behind the stage during the performances. Perhaps the theater bug will bite her during this experience, and maybe she and I will both get involved in some future productions. I think that would be a lot of fun if we worked on a play together.

Michele has also started substitute teaching, filling in for teacher aides. There is one classroom in particular in the middle school that she has become particularly enamored with. Michele really likes the classroom teacher and the students, and the teacher in the room is very impressed by and fond of Michele, too. The classroom aide is an older woman who has been mulling over the idea of retiring soon, and Michele has already been informally approached about working there permanently if that happens. She’s very flattered by the quasi-offer, a nice vote of confidence; we’ll see what develops. 

Corina is beginning the last push of her high school career. Question: How far can you walk into a forest? Answer: Half way; after that, you’re walking out. Corina is now walking out of her senior year. She, too, is involved in a play; she’s in the chorus of the high school musical production of “The Secret Garden.” She just recently got back from a weekend in Syracuse with the school Model UN team where they had a big session on the campus of Syracuse University. She was the delegate from Mexico. She works part-time at a restaurant, and she’s also the manager of and co-scorekeeper for the boys’ basketball team. (I’ve seen them play twice. They’re amazing. They’re 8-0, ranked 10th in the state for their class, and moving up the rankings.)

Isaac and Jackie drove up here for Christmas along with Michele’s sister Marcia and her husband Tom. Julius was up here from Ithaca, so we had a full house. It was a lot of fun having everyone together for the holidays. Michele, Corina and I were really touched that everyone wanted to spend Christmas with us. Who knows how long it will be before we’ll all be able to be together again? We went up to Ottawa one day to see a stage production of “A Christmas Carol.” Julius, Isaac and Jackie drove back to Bloomington together, having a few adventures along the way. Tom and Marcia left a couple of days later; they are both doing well, although Tom was moving slowly because he injured his knee playing basketball, which makes me feels better, or at least less guilty, about the fact that I never play basketball.

As I write this, Julius is still in Bloomington visiting friends. He’s due back in Potsdam later this week. Hopefully he’ll be able to spend a few more days up here before he has to return to Ithaca to complete his junior year.

Isaac is beginning his final semester at IU, and he’s going out with a bang—taking 19 credits, teaching two sections of a billiards class, putting together a team for the Little 500 bike race, and working part time. I think Jackie is also planning to race this year. She’s also taking classes at IU, but she has one more year of classes before she gets her degree.

So that’s what I’ve been up to. You may have noticed I didn’t say much about work. Same old, same old. I keep getting good evaluations from my students, so that makes it worthwhile, almost. But I’m so discouraged about the trends in education in this country that it’s hard for me to keep my enthusiasm up.

I hope you had a nice holiday, and I wish you good health and much happiness in 2010.

