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  Printed in the United States of America


  This book is for my mother
on her 100th birthday
anniversary


  Hilda D. J. Gould


  She was born at Millview,
near Vernon River, Prince
Edward Island, Canada, on
December 14, 1886


  *  *  *  *  *

  Toilichte cendamh, Mathair!
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  Dear Mr. Editor: Not long ago Mrs. Gould told me that she didn’t mind the thought of aging, but it was disconcerting to realize she has four children who are all senior citizens.


  (Signed) Peter Partout


  Peppermint Corner


  Old Hundredth


  
  Praise God, from whom all blessings flow;


  Praise Him, all creatures here below;
Praise Him above, ye heav’nly host;
Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.



  
     
 
 
	
	Amen.








     
 
 
	
	—Thomas Ken, 1709
Bishop of Bath and Wells
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  OLD HUNDREDTH


  The Difference


  They seem so happy about it. “Goodbye, goodbye,” they say, “we’ll see you next spring!” Then they fly south. They seem gleeful about being listed in our annual town report as “non-resident taxpayers,” and in spite of that are fine people and a good addition to our down-Maine community. Summertime friends, they remain nonresident, and also as summer complaints, rusticators, cottagers, seasonal visitors, and even dogfish. (The dogfish, a small shark, arrives in our waters at approximately the same time, and ruins the haddock fishing.) But not tourist—the tourist comes and goes and stops overnight, and the tourists tell us they can buy gasoline in Massachusetts cheaper than they can in Maine. (That’s the place to buy it!) Our summer folks own their places here, and some had grandfathers who owned the same places. They support our library and ambulance; they take an interest. But, Labor Day is the difference, and off they go to pass the winter waiting for spring. They don’t mean spring; they know little about a Maine spring.


  Our Maine spring is elusive, and comes grudgingly between February and the Fourth of July, more or less, and not much at a time. I consider that spring is on the way when my mailman comes with his automobile window open and can reach mail into my RFD box without his mittens on. He’ll broach the subject of a warming trend by saying, “Got anything plarnted yet?” He’s in the habit of saying words like plarnted to amuse the summer people, and by asking that question he doesn’t expect me to give him a crop report. I do have some petunias sprouted, and some celery and some onions, but it’s too early for other things. He’s just calling attention to the change in the weather which, at this time, has mellowed February. Maine will often have a few pleasant days along about Washington’s birthday (O.S.), but it’s too early to cheer. Things tighten up again, and then we have the hie-labor-est of struggling up the nigh side of March Hill. Get over the hump of March Hill, and things are downgrade.


  But many’s the winter that we get our sharpest nights and our deepest snow after the calendar shows the theoretical arrival of equinoctial spring. Oh, yes—there was a May when the orchards were in full bloom and the glad pomological perfumery was thick upon the land, and we woke the next morning to a foot of snow. That took the joy out of everything, and ruined the apple crop. But if things run any kind of a normal course, we’ll have our little Washington’s birthday hiatus, and nothing else of promise until mud season. Mud season doesn’t mean so much since we got most of our roads paved, but there is still plenty of squish to track in on clean floors. In an old-time mud season the mailman would churn through, the chains on his rear wheels tossing goo into the treetops, and he’d say, “May not make it the next few days!” And we wouldn’t expect him to. On that post office in New York where it mentions snow and rain and gloom of night, it doesn’t say a word about Maine mud season. But paved roads have lessened the inconveniences, and mud season today is mostly a way to measure the time. Nobody who’s gone for the season would know how we look upon mud season as a pleasant harbinger. It’s frost-out time.


  Right after mud season we have one of the best days of the year. It’s when the sun dries up a spot on the south side of the barn, and we can let the hens out to frisk and frolic. Shut up all winter, they’ve forgotten what bare ground is. Watching the hens come out is great fun. When they find the door open, they naturally suppose it’s ajar by mistake, so they have a big discussion amongst themselves, as if sharing a big secret, and they take turns looking out to see if anybody has noticed the open door except them. But biddies have not been liberated, so they show only their heads until the rooster has investigated. He looks out, makes a speech outlining purposes and policy, and finally hops through the door to gaze about and make sure the coast is clear. He will demonstrate that all is well with a great flopping of wings, a recitation, and a crow that nearly knocks him over backwards. At this, his wives come streaming out and there is universal approval of this renewal of the seasons. Along in the afternoon the sun will fall behind the barn and this warm spot will cool off, leaving the birds bewildered. But a handful of com will entice them back through the open door, and it may be some time yet before they’ll be let out again. Could have snow before morning.
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  I guess the surest sign that spring has returned to Maine is the first woodchuck. Any spurious notion that a woodchuck and Candlemas Day coincide is as un-Maine as bananas growing in Baxter State Park. No honest Maine woodchuck will appear before the middle of May, and usually nearer to June. In February there is nothing for a Maine woodchuck to eat, and the only reason one comes out in May is to eat. He won’t care if he sees his shadow or not. He wants green grass, and green peas. Having plarnted his traditional green peas on the 19th of April, a Maine gardener is not going to watch for woodchucks as harbingers of spring. He doesn’t keep the .22 rifle handy for shooting shadows. Then, after the first woodchuck, swallows are all right. But not bluebirds. Bluebirds are liars. A swallow flirts and dips and tweeters, and is reliable, but the first bluebird always gets frostbite and goes back to Guatemala for another three weeks.


  But spring always does come. It’s good to see a boy running all over town to show the trout he caught—the ice has gone from the pond! Then we have the cleansing flight of the bees. They’ve been in the hives since the goldenrod waned, and now with a warm forenoon they burst into the air and, relieving their pent-up situations, horribly daub the laundries on the lines. Then the bluebirds come again, this time to stay, and they have a big fight over bluebird boxes with the tree swallows. The tree swallows always win. Next is a yellowhammer, dipping through the orchard, and then the bees find the first dandelions and come to the landing boards with yellow legs. Now some other things can be plarnted in the garden, and spring seems to have arrived with its promise of summer. Promise, too, of July and August after summer in Maine is spent, and goldenrod shows again in the fields and along the roads. Goldenrod, in turn, promises frost in just six weeks, and by that time the summer-complaints will be gone again.


  “See you in the spring!” Indeed. Spring, in Maine, is not exactly a date on the calendar. It comes when it gets good and ready, and before we see any summer folks we’ll have another blizzard.
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