January 9, 2011

Well, despite my best intentions, it has been a year since my last North Country News. Even though I started an update a couple of times earlier this year, I could never find the time to complete one. The older you get, the faster time moves, and this year the accelerator has really kicked in. Gray hairs have invaded my beard and taken over my temples. My hair is thinning, and gravity continues its relentless vertical compression of my body, resulting in an ever-increasing horizontal compensation around the midsection. (I’m getting shorter and fatter.)

Potsdam seems more and more like home, Indiana fading into the gauze of my distant past. High taxes and good Italian food are no longer a novelty. Our circle of friends continues to grow. The cold weather? Piffle! A light sweater and windbreaker are all I need anymore for anything above 0 degrees Fahrenheit. I went out cross-country skiing yesterday, the first time this season. For someone who was over 50 the first time he ever tried it, I’ve become quite an accomplished XC skier—given the right circumstances, of course. And by “right circumstances” I mean on terrain with no more than 8 inches change in elevation over half a mile or so and with no obstacles within 200 yards in any direction. Oh, and no turns or bends in the trail, either.

The year has found me even more psychically adrift—wandering around, picking up rocks and asking them, “What does it all mean?”—but it has not been without its achievements and milestones. Corina graduated from high school in June and moved down to Albany to attend SUNY Albany. She is doing very well there, and some of her political science professors are quite taken with her work, to the point that they’ve offered her jobs helping with research. So she’s getting paid to code data about terrorism, and I think she’ll also be doing some work on human rights in the U.S. During the election she worked as a canvasser for a local candidate, and she’s already landed an internship for next summer with an organization that monitors and publishes information about the state government. And she’s got a new boyfriend, whom we’ve met and like a lot. So this has been a good year for her.

With Corina in Albany, Michele and I now have an empty nest. (Wait a minute: why do they call it an empty nest? We still live here.) As much as I like the new space, quiet and freedom from responsibility and worry, I have to admit that I’m still not fully adjusted. As Michele and I drove back from Albany after dropping Corina off at college I kept thinking: “I’m no longer feeding and clothing my kids. So why am I working?” I could come up with no good answer. But I haven’t quit my job—yet—although I am beginning to look around and consider other options. (More on that later.)

Isaac graduated from college in the spring with degrees in underwater archaeology and anthropology, along with a minor or two. He’s spent this fall in Argentina, sharing an apartment with three friends in Buenos Aires. Jackie, his girlfriend, went down to meet him a couple of weeks ago, and as I write this he and Jackie are winding up their tour of Tierra del Fuego (southernmost Argentina), saying their goodbyes to the whales and penguins as they prepare to head back to Bloomington so that Jackie can being her last semester at IU, which starts next week.

Julius will graduate from Cornell in May with an engineering degree. He’s already got a job waiting for him, so as soon as he graduates he’ll be moving to Washington D.C. He’s spent some time in D.C. already, and he really likes city, so I think he’ll be pretty happy living there. Plus, it will give Michele and me an excuse to get down to the area now and then for a visit. I can’t remember how many years it’s been since I’ve been in the Smithsonian. But the big news with Julius is that he probably won’t play rugby this spring. Okay, that probably doesn’t seem like really big news compared to, say, graduating from college, but Julius has played rugby since high school, so it’s surprising that he’s decided not to go out for the team his last semester on campus.

Michele is really making the most of her new freedom from parenting. She works as a substitute aide in the local schools, where, of course, everyone is thrilled with her, and she’s also gotten involved with some other activities. She’s designing the costumes for a local amateur theater group. Right now they’re working on a play set in the 1920s, and Michele’s really enjoying the challenge. In addition to this commitment, she’s joined the local volunteer rescue squad. She now goes out on runs in the ambulance, helping people with chest pains or in car wrecks (or college students overdosed on alcohol) or whatever. This fall she took class at SUNY Canton, a college the next town over, to get her Emergency Medical Technology (EMT) certification. The class was very intense. It met two evenings a week for 3 hours, plus there were several Saturday sessions. She had to pass a final written exam plus several practical exams where people would simulate different emergency situations and Michele would have to respond according to specific medical protocols. If you missed even one of the critical steps you immediately failed that part of the test. Although a bit stressed about it, Michele ended up passing with flying colors, and I’m very proud of her and what she’s doing for our community.

This summer was Michele and my 25th wedding anniversary. We celebrated by going to England for a 100-mile hiking adventure, walking from Winchester to Eastbourne on the southeastern tip of the island along one of the thousands of public hiking trails that crisscross the nation. It was a wonderful vacation. We stayed in B and Bs, (bed and breakfast) so we didn’t need to bring a tent or sleeping bags. Each morning we’d get up, eat breakfast in the B and B, pack a little food for lunch and set out walking to our next destination, usually a small medieval-era village 10 to 20 miles along the trail where we had a reservation at an inn or B and B. We had perfect hiking weather the whole time, and the countryside was gorgeous. We’ve put together a web site with photographs and excerpts from Michele’s journal that you can see at http://www2.potsdam.edu/simonega/SDW1.html .

That trip was actually my second adventure across the Atlantic this year. In May a children’s choir in Croatia premiered one of my choral pieces, and the choir director invited me to Zagreb for the performance. He made arrangements for me to stay with his sister and her family, who were amazingly warm and generous. Everyone was so nice to me, taking me around sightseeing, feeding me, and generally making me feel like a member of the family. I am deeply indebted to my new Croatian friends. The choir was very talented, and it was a thrill to hear them perform my music. The only downside to the experience was realizing that the United States is slipping behind much of Western and Central Europe in terms of the quality of life of its people. I was visiting a country that less than 20 years ago was fighting a war for independence, and already the standard of living of the average citizen is surpassing ours in many ways. Their cities, roadways and parks are much cleaner than ours. The internet is much faster over there. Plus, there’s an overall feeling of cooperation and optimism among the people in Croatia that seems lacking here. Environmental awareness is much greater—the family I stayed with, for example, owned a car that ran on propane, which they could buy at most gas stations and is much along their national highways and is much cheaper than gasoline. In Croatia there was a sense that things were moving forward, whereas here it seems like so many people are just treading water. So although I had a great time, I came back home suddenly aware that the U.S. no longer has as high a standard of living as much of Europe, and I’m concerned about the direction our county is going in.

And I’m also concerned about my personal direction. I like being a professor. I like being paid to think. I like the freedom to design my classes the way I think best for my students. And I certainly like the prestige. The pay is good; it’s nice not having to feel guilty about buying a cup of coffee when I know it would be cheaper to make myself of cup of instant at home. But (I know I’ve said this before) for the past few years I feel like I’m just going through the motions. I do my job well, and my class is popular with students. But there’s no passion in what I do. I don’t dread going to work, which I admit is something to be grateful for, but I don’t really look forward to it, either. I don’t lie awake at night thinking: “How can I get this idea across to this student? How can I do a better job teaching this concept?” In short, work makes me whine, (which you’ve probably already discovered).

I've been depressed off and on this year, which is ironic and probably deserved since I habitually and uncharitably refer to depression as “full-belly disease.” But I think I know the root cause of my occasional, admittedly mild, bouts of depression: the vague feeling that I’m just biding my time, not really accomplishing anything with the limited time that I have left on this planet. (No, I don’t have any terminal illness. It’s just that I’m 53 years old, and realistically, how much time have I got left? 20, 30, 40 years at most.) Writing music is something that I’m passionate about, but the chances of me ever being able to support myself by writing music are just about nil: I don’t have the equipment or technical expertise to create professional-sounding recordings. I lack the connections to open doors in the industry. Nor, despite a certain level of competence, do I possess, (let’s be honest), the brilliant talent needed to really make me stand in the crowd. So where does that leave me? 

I think the last time I felt any passion about my occupation was when I taught elementary school. So I’m going to devote much of my spare time this year to finding a job in an elementary or middle school, which is where I think I really belong. It won’t be easy. With the cessation of the stimulus money, many school systems will be laying off teachers next year, so I’ll be competing with a lot of people much younger than me and with much more recent classroom experience. But I’m going to give it a try. I’m probably a fool for wanting to give up a tenure-track position in a college, but at least I’ll be actively working toward something that I want, something that I feel like I was meant to do, rather than just being comfortable and taking the easy way out. I know that most of the people on this planet would give anything to have the comfort and security that I have right now, but through skill or sheer dumb luck or whatever, I can afford to take risks. What’s the point of my having this freedom if I don’t take advantage of it?

And that’s what my family and I have been up to this year. The more things change, the more they stay the same, which, to me, makes no sense at all but seemed like something appropriate to say here. I hope this New Year brings you many joys, surprises, rewards, and accomplishments. 

Glenn

