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Preface
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HUMANS ARE IDEALLY supposed to be visitors who do not remain in the wilderness—at least if we go by the U.S. Wilderness Act and a variety of laws and regulations that have been enacted throughout the world to preserve wilderness. To preserve it, that is, by separating human nature from nature. The notion of the separation of people and wilderness, or society and nature, has lately been subject to a great deal of criticism because it ignores the traditional practices and land claims of both indigenous populations and settlers who have made wilderness their place of dwelling and because it has historically resulted in countless evictions and displacements of wilderness residents following the legal designation of a tract of land as park or reserve. So can any human being, nowadays, up and move into the wilderness? How can one manage to live full-time in the wilderness? And is a wilderness area still wild after a human has chosen to remain there?

I spent two years between 2011 and 2013 traveling across all of Canada’s provinces and territories to find people who live off the grid (i.e. in homes disconnected from electricity and natural gas networks) and document their way of life. Many of the off gridders I found lived in exurban, rural, and peripheral areas. But in February of 2013 I met a couple who lived full-time far more remotely than anyone else and who indeed lived further away from human civilization than anyone I had ever heard of. Ron and Johanna lived in Northern Saskatchewan, 100kms away from the nearest road of any kind and 160kms away from the nearest town. They had lived there for about a decade. 

Ron and Johanna’s home could only be accessed by small planes equipped for landing on water or ice. Soon after I got off that floatplane in the middle of February I learned that they typically chartered it only twice a year to stock up on the few supplies they could not otherwise grow or build on their own. Their home was entirely self-sufficient for electricity and heat, thanks to a hybrid system that made use of solar and wind (with a small back-up diesel generator) to generate power, and locally harvested firewood for heating and cooking. Water was sourced from a well. Waste and sewage were sustainably disposed of locally. And, while they bought a good deal of meat and other provisions during their twice-yearly trips, they managed to grow much of their calorie intake right there in their garden and greenhouse. Old-fashion home-making and building skills allowed them to build, repair, and craft a good deal of the things and technologies they needed on a daily basis. Despite all this, Ron and Johanna were no hermits: they kept connected to the rest of the world via a satellite link that permitted them to watch television, access the internet, and make (emergency) phone calls. 

What brought Ron and Johanna from their previous home in New England so far away from the rest of society? And how did they manage to not only survive but indeed thrive in a place so remote? In the wonderful tales this book contains, the answer will ring clear and true, and you will have to read to find out.

While their remoteness was unusually dramatic, their values are common to many people who call “the bush” home across much of Canada, the United States, and Australia. Getting away from it all is indeed an increasingly sought-after form of lifestyle migration driven—unlike much migratory patterns—not by economic reasons but rather by the existential need to live life on one’s own terms, in a more basic and simple (though obviously at times very complicated!) manner. In this way, wilderness areas serve as prime testing grounds for such lifestyle experiments, allowing individuals to start fresh, to clean the slate—as it were—and re-invent modern living.

Did Ron and Johanna “undo” wilderness in virtue of choosing to remain there? In other words, did they—in light of choosing to stay, rather than simply visit and leave—turn their wilderness into a less pristine, less wild environment? One could very well argue that their cozy home—with its stocked pantry and warm rooms—wasn’t wild. As a permanent structure meant to give them comfort and convenience, their off-grid home wasn’t much different from your home or ours. But just a few steps away from their wind turbine, the bush was as wild as it would have been before, or without, their arrival. As Ron and I would walk the trail surrounding their land—as we did daily for the time I was their guest—we would quickly and punctually lose sight and sound of anything that wasn’t wild. Meeting them taught me that choosing to remain in a wilderness area, and practicing a low-impact lifestyle, does not spoil the experience of the wild. People belong in the wilderness. And they can do so without becoming wild themselves, but rather simply by accepting the value of wildness and welcoming some of that wildness—instead of simply confining it to a distant “park” or “reserve”—into their home.

-Phillip Vannini, Professor, Royal Roads University, July 10, 2015 
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Chapter 1 – Which Way Do I Go?
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"THERE’S A BEAR AT THE door!" shouted my wife Johanna. 

She had gone downstairs to fetch a book and had heard a strange noise at the front door. Looking over, she was startled to see a pair of large paws groping at the door window pane, the claws making telltale click-click sounds on the glass. 

I raced downstairs, grabbed the shotgun and was out the door in a flash, barely pausing long enough to put on my shoes. The bear, sensing my frantic activity, had not stuck around. By the time I managed to get outside, our intruder was making a beeline for the cover of the woods. Nevertheless, I fired a warning shot. A loud boom reverberated through the air and, for emphasis, I shouted a few choice words to discourage a return visit. Fortunately, I’ve never had to use our thunder stick as anything other than a noisy deterrent. 

It’s an alarming sight to see a bear at the door—the animal’s bulky outline framed by the door window, as if it were a wildlife picture mounted on a wall. A couple of thin panes of window glass are all that separate you from the bear. There’s only one reason it’s there, and it’s not to make a delivery. It wants in. Generally, building access doors swing to the inside, but our front door swings out, an inadvertent but lucky choice. An animal would need manual dexterity to turn the doorknob and pull the door outward before gaining entry to our home. Unless it’s smarter than the average bear, it will likely try pushing inward, then give up when nothing happens. 

Horror stories abound of marauding bears breaking into unoccupied cabins and wreaking havoc. Contents, including mattresses, can be dragged outside and are gnawed and shredded, while cabin interiors, rummaged in the search for food, don’t fare any better. Bears, with their long claws and strength superior to a man’s, can be terribly destructive. Our metal clad freezer has indentations on the lid that serve as a visual reminder of the power of those claws. Long canine teeth, used in conjunction with powerful jaw muscles, have left scars and puncture wounds on our snowmobile and boat motor. 

Although we have little fear of bears when we are close to the homestead, we are alert and cautious when they’re coming out of their dens after a long winter’s hibernation, especially when a mother and her cubs are together. Hunger is the driving factor as they go about foraging for food. Black bear, the species in our area, are the least aggressive bears in North America, but on rare occasions, we hear a news report of someone being mauled or killed, so the bears need to be respected. Surprising a bear is a good way to get into trouble, so if I venture into the woods, an occasional warning shout gives any animal in the area a heads-up that I’m passing through. 

My wife and I have lived in bear country for the last 36 years, first in the state of Maine, and now in the wilderness of northern Saskatchewan. The above incident is just one of the many occasions we’ve encountered bears, with the majority of those encounters being short, fleeting glimpses. Most members of the ursine community will run as soon as they spot us, but a curious bear may stop to view us from a distance. When a bear is near and shows no fear, it’s time to be concerned. In that event, they’ve become a little too accustomed to being around humans, or worse, their hunger has overcome any natural fear they normally have. Neither situation is good. 

***
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A FORTUITOUS SERIES of events brought us to this place, a remote lake, far out in the Canadian wilderness, 100 miles from the nearest supply point. And, by wilderness, I mean the real thing. 

As far as your eye can see, from the vantage point of a float plane high above the ground, you can gaze upon an aerial tapestry of multi-hued green forest intermingled with jutting rock formations, lowland bogs, and glistening lakes. Exposed rocky hill tops, sparsely vegetated with stunted trees that have managed to gain a tenuous foothold, along with low shrubbery and lichen, are sure signs you are flying over Precambrian shield, a dominant surface feature in the north. Serpentine rivers and streams cut through the landscape, the rivers occasionally flashing a churning white, where rapids lie in wait for the unwary canoeist. All of this is the perfect habitat for wildlife and outdoor adventurer alike. 

We are surrounded by pure virgin forest, where the only human tracks are our own and the only neighbors are animals. There are no roads or trails to get here. We are well beyond any population centers, and a flight on a float plane is the only way you will reach us. The electrical grid, which the majority of the world's population relies on to power industry and appliances, was left behind the moment we took off from the float plane base. We severed the electrical tether by vanquishing the utility company long ago. 

We know we live here, at this particular location, and yet we have no street address. Our address is a set of coordinates, a latitude and longitude, given in degrees, minutes, and seconds. With the area so vast, any plane seeking to find us best be accurate down to the second, lest the plane fly by and miss us completely. There are no traffic signs, no mileage indicators, no flashing neon lights telling a guest they are closing in on our off-grid homestead. Our location is a mere pinprick on the Earth’s surface, blending in with mile after mile of picturesque landscape. Generally, twice a year we fly out for resupply and appointments. These biannual trips out are the only times we pick up our mail, buy food, and interact with other humans. 

At epochal turning points in our lives, each of us are faced with the question, "Which way do I go?" I’ve asked myself that key question many times throughout my life, and my answer has always been to take the least traditional road. Of course, each of us has our own "What should I do, which way do I go?" moment. We each have our own road to travel—a lengthy road if blessed with health, but where every step along the way is a potential encounter with a roadblock, twist, or fork. I’ve certainly opted to take a few forks. Who would have thought that living in the Canadian wilderness, at this point in our lives, would be the destination for my wife and me? Certainly not I. 

Over the years, I have been urged by friends and countless strangers to write a narrative of some of the events that have occurred in my life. I resisted for a time, but I’ve compiled some true stories, interspersed with some humor, arranged in a loose chronological order. I hope you will find these stories entertaining and informative. I’ll share accounts of survival and living in the Canadian wilderness, of hiking the Appalachian Trail in winter, of cross country bicycling, and of the horror of watching my world catch on fire. I write and pass on these experiences to provide encouragement for others to pursue their dreams, regardless of how far-fetched those dreams may be. If you are as lucky as I have been, you will have the support of your family, spouse, or both. 

"Which way do I go?" Let’s start at the beginning by heading north to Maine!
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Chapter 2— Northbound to Maine
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EXHAUSTED FROM AN OVERNIGHT drive, I was motoring up a desolate stretch of I-95 in northern Maine, well beyond civilization’s background glow of lights. It was a perfectly clear, starlit night during the early dark morning hours, when I saw the Northern Lights beckoning to me for the first time. I was on a mission to search for a suitable site for an off-grid homestead, and this light display would be the first of many times I would enjoy watching it through the years. Since I’ve lived in northern latitudes for the last 36 years, viewing the lights is now a common occurrence, but at that time, it was quite the novelty. 

Ironically, I began life in an urban setting. Born in the city of Philadelphia, I could never have envisioned the stepping stones of events that would lead to that long drive up a lonely stretch of I-95 so many years ago. I grew up in the nearby suburbs and led the life of a normal kid. I didn’t do exceptionally well in school and averaged B to C grades. Not applying myself to my studies, I chose sports and music as the outlet for my high energy drive. As a young guy, I played drums in a rock and roll band. 

Many cities have a large arena where concerts are played. Perhaps you’ve heard of the Spectrum in Philadelphia? Back in those days, it was the "go to" venue for lesser known bands as well as the famous, big name bands... 

I never played there!

My claim to fame was playing music with friends in my basement and driving my parents nuts. Although I participated in a variety of neighborhood sports, track was the only sport I joined in high school. I considered making track my life’s work, but realized I’d just be going in circles! The wilderness destination in which I ultimately arrived was never on the radar screen. 

In fact, I had every reason to bail out on life and live every day as if it was my last. Our suburban neighborhood was like most, and we kids would put on local fun houses or carnivals. A basement would be decorated with what we thought at the time were really scary things, and local kids would be charged a pittance to come through the haunted house. Or someone would put on a carnival in their backyard with games and fun. 

One summer day, during school vacation, I attended one of those neighborhood carnivals. A grade school friend had a table set up to do palm reading. I paid the prerequisite fee, and after analyzing the lines on my palm, my friend told me I was going to die young. This was quite the revelation since I was perhaps 11 years old. 

I should have asked her, "Since I won’t be around much longer, can I have my money back?!" 

As I’m in my late fifties and haven’t hit the checkout counter yet, it appears there was a technical glitch of some kind with the palm reading. For now, I’ve cheated death. 

While attending high school, I concurrently took three years of courses in Industrial Electronics, which prepared me for a career in logging and tree farming, which then prepared me for a life in the bush. As odd as that last sentence may sound, and as unrelated as those careers are, that’s how the twists and turns of this city boy’s life led to living 100 miles out in the wilderness. 

After graduating high school, I entered the workforce and worked several jobs in the electronics industry. Although I found electronics an interesting and challenging career, I’m a free spirit and I couldn’t imagine continuing this daily routine for the duration of my life. I found the monotony of dragging myself out of bed in the mornings and making the drive to work a real chore. And all so I could make the owner of the company prosperous? 

While working in one of those jobs, I was talking to a supervisor one day about life in general and the fact there had to be more to it than just working a nine-to-five job. He was a young man himself, likely 10 years older than me, in his early 30s, but he had been in the military, had traveled the world, and had done many things in his young life. He suggested homesteading. I had no idea what the term meant, but after some more discussion and research, I realized the term basically meant relying on yourself to live off the land and become as self-sufficient as possible. 

This was one of those "oh wow" epiphany moments when everything gelled into an enormous fantasy. I was young, and visions of a simple life far in the woods with a small off-grid cabin and garden would be just the ticket. At the time, it never dawned on me that this was far beyond anything I'd ever contemplated before. 

Self-reliant... it has such a nice ring to it!

The premise of taking my existence down to a bare-bones level, being carefree, leaving the rat race behind for others to savor, was an intoxicating allure. I would provide my own sustenance, generate my own power from sun, wind, or water; use fuel from my land in the form of firewood for heating and cooking; and rely on myself to take care of the daily chores with time left over to enjoy life as it was meant to be. Along with that self-reliance came independence, something we all strive for to a degree.

Because this sounded like such a noble cause, I immediately latched on to the concept. I bought books on the subject and researched land in several states, including West Virginia and Maine. Driving through both states, I made many trips seeking the right piece of land. I would take off after work on Friday, drive all night, look at properties, and make the return drive a couple of days later just in time for another work week. Ugh! My dad accompanied me on one trip to West Virginia, and I still remember the fun we had together while checking out the state. No question West Virginia is a beautiful, mountainous place, but ultimately, I decided to buy a 120 acre woodlot in northern Maine. That’s how I ended up in a northern agricultural/forestry area, which was a major stepping stone toward living in the Canadian bush. I accepted the challenge at this early crossroad, and diverted to an unknown pathway. 

Although the bank loan for this new property was in my name, it was secured by my parents’ signature and help, and I am forever in their debt. They believed in me right from the start. This was a significant turning point in my young life, and without my parents support and encouragement, I am confident my life would have been far more blasé. 

***
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THE BACK-TO-THE-LAND movement was in full swing in the 1970s, and I became part of that group by the end of the decade. My new property was at the dead end of a public road. At that time, it was a one-lane affair, and was so overgrown in places that the alder scraped the side of the vehicle as I drove down the road. That was part of the appeal of this land. It was isolated, and the paper company land surrounding me on three sides made me feel I was really living out in the wilderness. And to a degree I was if I compared it to the urban setting from which I had just come. 

My property was essentially a large rectangle, completely forested except for a centrally located field perhaps 4 acres in size. A small stream meandered its way across the width of the woodlot, and in the ensuing years, I saw that little stream dry to a trickle as well as swell out of its banks. 

Back in the early days, when the area was first being populated, my piece of real estate was part of a larger parcel that was home to several families. While exploring an area adjacent to my driveway, I found the remnants of a house foundation and a hand-dug well. How I wished I could have traveled back in time and seen what the old homestead looked like during that period. For a young guy from an urban setting, this was adventurous territory, all new and exciting. 

After my land purchase, I didn’t make the big move immediately but rather continued to work to accumulate money for building materials, equipment, and loan payments. During vacations, I made the long drive to Maine where I camped out on the property and prepared it to become home sweet home. On one of those early occasions, when I was camped out on site and was doing preliminary work, my dad made the drive to Maine for the first time in order to view my new prized possession. We explored not only my property but also the local communities, and after a few days he returned home. 

Sometime the following day, I was alone, cutting brush, when I noticed some people walking down the driveway towards me. Familiar people! Imagine my surprise and joy at seeing my dad, mom, and sister. My dad had been so impressed with what he had seen, he drove all the way home, grabbed my mother and sister, and immediately ran the roads north again so they could see the place too. That would be the first of countless announced and unannounced surprise visits my family would make through the years. This was my first foray living away from family and friends, and the 13-hour driving commitment they made in order to come visit me was greatly appreciated. It was always a huge lift to see them. 

Prior to my Maine adventure, I had never gone camping. It was an easy adaptation for me though, and I pitched my new tent at the terminus of the dead end road, which also happened to be one of the corners of my property, and used that as my base of operations. Campfires at night kept away all the ghosts and goblins. My family wasn’t accustomed to sleeping in a tent or on the ground, yet when they came up to help, they accepted both as part of the overall experience. The locals could and did drive down the road and then turned around at my campsite, so in order to get a little more seclusion, I eventually moved the camping area a short distance down my driveway, setting up my gear there. 

One night I slept out under the stars, right in the middle of my driveway. Away from any light sources, and with the fresh, clean air, the array of stars visible in the sky was spectacular. Snug in my sleeping bag, slumber came easy that night. I must have worked hard that day. 

The next morning when I woke up, I saw large moose prints, which had come right up to where I had slept. They skirted around me and then continued on. A moose is a huge, imposing animal, and to this day, I can’t imagine waking up in the middle of the night and seeing that bulky frame towering over me in the dark. Or in the light for that matter! 

Another animal I liked having around was the coyote. It has a poor reputation, but it never bothered me, and I enjoyed hearing it howling, yipping, and barking at night. Their calls made the night-time forest come alive. It’s an animal I miss hearing, as there are no coyotes where I now live. 

Imagine sitting around the campfire, the silence of the night broken only by the crackling and sizzling of the fire, its glow reflecting off anyone fortunate enough to be there, sparks from the fire lazily drifting upward to disappear in the inky dark, and then a loud, mournful wail from nearby woods pierces the night. An answering howl follows from another coyote in the distance. For me, a nice memory. All in all, this was primitive camping at its best—cooking and heating water over an open fire, working by lantern light, star gazing in a sky free of light pollution, communing with the wildlife—and I reveled in it. 

During one work trip, my parents and I were camped out and were visited by a beautiful, friendly Samoyed dog. We had no idea who it belonged to, and we couldn’t persuade it to leave. Night time came, and the hamburgers were cooking on the grill; our stomachs were growling, and after a hard day's work, we were looking forward to dinner. The burger flipper who was responsible for cooking the meat to perfection, turned his back for just a split second, and the dog grabbed a burger off the grill and devoured it. It never even waited for a bun!

Bad dog! I hate when that happens. 

Initially, my first priorities were to purchase the necessary gear and tools, design my castle, and pay off the land. Next on the agenda was to reclaim the old, overgrown access road that wound its way through the forest to an old potato field, the centrally located 4-acre field I mentioned earlier. Northern Maine is known for its potatoes, and the small town I lived in had a lot of potato farms. My little field, which would eventually be reclaimed, was just a fraction of the vast territory in northern Maine devoted to the crop. Additionally, a local farmer had used the property for cattle grazing. My property certainly had a diverse history. 

To reclaim the old access road, I hired a local contractor with a bulldozer to clean up things so the field could be accessed by vehicle. This old road had become so overgrown, that in places the alder was so thick all I had was an animal path to follow. This 4/10ths of a mile-long access trail would eventually become my driveway, but first the road needed some serious gravel work. Countless loads of gravel were dumped in the road over the years, and I remember one time the dump truck even got stuck in the mud. The construction company charged me extra for the extrication of their truck. I’ve often wondered about that. 

Why did they get it stuck in the first place? 

The field the road led to was completely overgrown with alder and young saplings. The outline of the field was easily defined by the taller trees along the edges. I had the bulldozer clear the field up to the edge of the forest, and then piled all the debris into one humongous mound in the center of the field. In theory, it was to be burned. In reality, the pile contained so much embedded soil it would never burn completely. Over the course of many years, I picked away at cleaning up the pile by cutting the small trees into firewood. This was easy firewood to access, but because it was dirty from being pushed by the dozer, it had a tendency to quickly dull the chain on my saw. When cutting up the pile, if I noticed sparks flying, I knew I was hitting dirt or a hidden stone. But once I had the firewood salvaged, I burned the pile as best as I could and bulldozed the remainder into the surrounding woods. 

In hindsight, it was an obvious mistake to bulldoze the field because a lot of the topsoil was removed in the process. My cleared field was destined to have a garden, orchard, grain, and hay fields, and I had shot myself in the foot by shaving the best soil off the top. It took years to improve the soil quality through the use of cover crops and manure. Cover crops are planted specifically for the purpose of being plowed back into the ground. They add lots of nutrients and organic matter back into the soil.

I had the notion of a quaint pond, so while the bulldozer was out, I had it do the excavation work in a corner of the field. Unfortunately, because of ledge rock, the dozer was unable to dig very deep. So instead of the pond being a summer swimming hole for me, it became a shallow puddle for the local frogs that set up residence there. It was a harbinger of summer when the first croaks filled the air. Who would have thought the cacophony of frogs on a warm summer’s night could be so loud. Once the dozer was finished, I was left with a cleared field that would be my home for the next 20 years. 

While searching for property in West Virginia and Maine, I owned a Dodge extended van. Since I was now going to live a more remote lifestyle, a van would never do. I needed a more appropriate vehicle that I could throw stuff in and not worry about ruining the van interior. A local dealer took my van as a trade for a small, sleek pickup truck. The first time I drove down my driveway and bogged down in the mud, I realized I had made a boo-boo. My new, snazzy truck looked good on the road, and it still looked good mired in mud, but it had a flaw when it came to off-road conditions, this flaw being rear-wheel-drive and low ground clearance. So at some point thereafter, I bought a proper 4-wheel-drive Dodge pickup. Now I could get somewhere. 

I hired a local logger to harvest some trees from my property and had a portable sawmill saw those trees into lumber for my new home. The sawmill was set up in the new clearing, and although I wasn’t there when the lumber was sawn, I was giddy when I first saw the stack of freshly cut lumber, 2x4s, 2x6s, 2x8s, and piles of boards that I'd use for my new abode. It wasn’t until many years later I was able to finally clean the area of all the sawdust and slabs the sawmill had generated. Slabs were cut up for firewood, and the sawdust would eventually end up being used for animal bedding. 

I also shopped in the local area for a used tractor. Tractors were a new concept to me as up until that point the only tractors I had ever seen were off in a field somewhere. I found an old Massey Harris 101 Jr. with a narrow front end, a dinosaur of 1940s vintage. Weathered and faded over the years, the dingy red painted exterior covered a well-used but mechanically sound machine. It was the perfect tractor for me to use to pull out my snazzy truck when I got it stuck in the mud. The tractor came with a small cart, which came in handy to lug around various items, as well as to haul the large quantities of firewood I would need to get me through a northern Maine winter. The tractor had a battery and starter, but if that failed, I could always pull out the crank handle and spin the motor by hand. This trick worked every time. Sort of like a windup toy. I just had to make darn sure the tractor wasn’t in gear though when I did that, since I was standing directly in front of the machine when I cranked the handle. 

Although I had no real world knowledge of carpentry, house wiring or plumbing, that didn’t stop me from erecting a solid, toasty little house. Before I began construction, I read multiple books on the topic, and with a solid understanding of the hows and whys, I was able to design the house. My finances were limited, so cost was a paramount consideration in my selection of building materials. I drew my plans out on paper and knew where every piece of lumber was going to go. With a house plan and materials list, I was ready to tackle this project. 

Spring of 1980 was the start of the construction and, at times, I had the good fortune of having family and friends lend a helping hand. My dad and I made the drive to Maine to pour the concrete posts, which would be the house foundation. When we arrived, the driveway was too wet to drive down, so bag after bag of redi-mix concrete was wheel-barrowed all the way down my driveway, through muddy sections, to the house site. With my driveway being 4/10ths of a mile long (one way) and each bag of redi-mix weighing in at 80 pounds, this was nothing short of a Herculean effort. 

We laboriously hand-dug 12 holes down to bedrock. We placed wooden forms in the holes and then filled them with concrete. Once the concrete was set, we removed the forms and backfilled the empty space with dirt. We took water from the stream two hundred feet away from the house site and lugged it back to the work site, two buckets at a time. Then we mixed the concrete in the wheelbarrow by hand as two neophytes did their best to honor their Italian heritage. 

Evidently, Italians are known for their excellent stone and concrete work, and I think we did our ancestors proud. I found out there was a right way and wrong way to mix concrete. I poured a bag of concrete into the wheelbarrow, and then Dad created a pocket in the middle where I was instructed to pour some water. Then, with a hoe, Dad methodically mixed in a little concrete until the batter slowly became the proper consistency. I added more water as needed. We then poured the concrete into one of the waiting wooden forms. That was the right way. 

Then I took a turn at being the concrete foreman and did it the wrong way. I dumped a new bag of concrete into the wheelbarrow. I sloshed in a bucket of water and vigorously heaved the concrete around, to and fro, with the hoe. If I added too much water and it became soup... no problem, open another bag and throw in more dry concrete. We each had our own "technique," and in the end, it all worked out fine. Not only were the concrete piers solid, but the diagonals when measured were equal, signifying a square building. 

Later that summer, I came back with some friends I worked with and we framed up the building. By the time we left, we had framed the building and tarpapered both roof and sides. Over the next couple of years, I built the chimneys, did the interior finish work, shingled the roof, and finished the exterior. On any visit, my parents were always willing to pick up a hammer and lend a helping hand. In fact, I have a picture of them up on the scaffolding, baking in the hot sun, pounding nails in board siding, sweat dripping off their brows as I offered encouragement while resting in the nearby shade. I write that with tongue in cheek since anybody who is familiar with me knows I’m a nonstop workaholic. But it is true; my parents were a real help in the building of the house. 

***
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WHEN IT CAME TIME TO move my possessions and furniture up to Maine, I enlisted the help of my brother and one of my sisters. Renting a medium-sized U-Haul, I drove the van followed by my siblings in their car. We communicated between the two vehicles by citizens band (CB) radio. A funny thing happened along the way. All was going so well until I, as the lead vehicle, much to my consternation, missed a sign and took a wrong turn. Instead of taking us to the promised land of forest and quiet, I led us straight into the heart of the concrete jungle. We were now in the Bronx, and I was clueless as to where we were going. I did what any normal city driver would do; I made a big sweeping U-turn at a light, with my siblings tucked in behind me. The radio transmission went something like this. 

My brother: "We got here quickly. So, which row house is the one you’re moving into?" 

Me: "Very funny!" while at the same time thinking, "Please, God, get me out of this maze." 

This unintentional detour to the Bronx ended with a big sigh of relief when we came upon the I-95 North exit sign, accelerated on to the ramp, and mashed the gas to merge into northbound traffic. Pedal to the metal with the city in the rearview mirror. Maine or bust! 

My new lifestyle was physically demanding, and I relished it. But I don’t want to create the illusion I was living in utopia because there certainly were poor days and times too. Life is full of obstacles and frustrations, and in thinking back on that period of my life, one frustration that comes to mind is flies. Mosquitoes, black flies, no-see-ums, and the like were pests that were a part of summer life, but I could deal with them easily enough. Repellent, a bug net, or, as a last resort, going inside to get some relief were all methods I employed to cope with the biting insects. 

But flies in fall and winter—that was too much! 

Cluster flies, thousands of them, made my house their home. When cooler weather showed up, there was no escaping the hordes of flies as the sunny sides of the house would be covered with them. No matter how I tried, I was never able to find the openings they used to get into the house. On the inside, all the windows would be covered with flies, especially the large, west facing picture window. 

Day after day, I used a portable vacuum cleaner to suck them up and still they came. The heat from the stove and the light from any sunny window kept them active long after cold winter temperatures had settled in for the season. Eventually, I always got the upper hand; the dwindling numbers on the windows offering encouragement I was winning the battle. My experience with cluster flies wasn’t an isolated case. They are a part of life in northern Maine everyone has to deal with to some degree, and part of their life cycle is being a parasite of earthworms. Healthy soil meant healthy populations of earthworms, and by extension, meant lots of cluster flies. While I miss the coyotes, I do not miss cluster flies! 

The house was a bare bones, basic shelter. No frills, with a hand pump outside for water, a greywater septic system, and an outhouse. The local well driller bored my well and then installed an old style hand pump, the type often seen at old farm houses. They still make them; hand pumps are a reliable way to draw water up from the ground. The suction pipe that went from the pump down into the well had a small hole located below the ground, which allowed water to drain back into the well after pumping, so no residual water remained in the pump to freeze during the cold months. In winter, if I pumped too vigorously and water slopped out the top of the pump, the mechanism would freeze. Fortunately, this was a rare occurrence, but when it happened, it was easily remedied by pouring enough hot water over the pump head to thaw it. 

I bucketed in my water as needed. Regardless of the weather, if I needed water, I had to go outside to fetch it. Many times I had to pump water in bitter cold temperatures while being buffeted by wind. Or I had to don rain gear so I could pump water in the pouring rain. An insulated jug held my fresh drinking water, and buckets stored inside the house held water for hand washing, bathing, and dish washing.

Eventually, my quality of life was much improved when I installed a hand pitcher pump next to the kitchen sink. It was a chore to install since I had to dig a trench for a new pipe from the existing well, extend it under the house, and then run the pipe up into the kitchen. There was very little clearance for me to work under the house, so before I could start digging the pipe trench, I had to dig a depression for me to lay in just so I could fit under the house. I was so confined, my shoulders were in contact with the floor joists causing me to strain as I chipped rock out of the pipe trench with hammer and chisel. When I built the house, I never anticipated ever having to go under it, otherwise I would have made the concrete foundation piers a little taller. But it was all worthwhile, and it made life much easier to have "running" water at the sink, even though I still had to pump it by hand. No more going out in freezing temperatures or driving rain to secure the day's water supply. 

I installed two wood stoves in the house. One was an old antique cook stove I bought at a consignment shop, and the other was a basic box heater stove. The cook stove had a decorative warming oven mounted over the cooking surface, and many a meal was prepared with that appliance. In the winter, the box stove did double duty as it both warmed the house and cooked meals. Since it had a large flat top, it was perfect for throwing on a pot of soup or a skillet of potatoes for dinner. A Dutch oven set on top filled with cubed beef, chunks of carrot and potato, and a few spices made a delicious one pot stew. To this day, I can’t imagine living in a home without a wood stove. 

I purchased and installed an old cast iron bathtub, complete with the claw feet, which still functioned well for getting myself clean. In those days, I was doing a lot of dirty, physical work and occasionally I’d get around to lounging in the tub for a good cleaning. In preparation for taking a bath, I pumped buckets of water, and poured their contents into a large pot, which was then set on one of the stoves to heat. Once it was good and hot, I dumped the steaming water into the cast iron tub, added a couple of buckets of cold water so the water temperature was something less than scald, and I had the luxury of soaking for a few minutes before it cooled off. 

Once I was done with my bath, in order to be efficient with the still warm bath water, I sometimes took the latest and greatest mechanical device for clothes washing, the wash board, and did a load of laundry. I also had two washtubs on a stand specifically for clothes washing. In nice weather I used the washboard and the tubs outdoors, and during the winter, indoors. 

I really didn’t mind being out on a nice summer day, with one of the washtubs filled with hot sudsy water and the other filled with cold rinse water, taking each individual piece of clothing for a journey up and down the washboard. It was a little hard on the knuckles if I wasn’t careful, but otherwise, the washboard did a fine job. Wringing out wet clothes by hand was also hard on hands and forearms, and by the time I was finished with my wash, I knew I’d had a workout. 

No question—that was a hard way to do a load of laundry. I graduated to using a plumber’s plunger (the kind used to free a clogged toilet—and no, it was never used for that purpose) which made a good agitator and saved the washboard for anything which needed extra persuasion, and eventually, I ramped up the modernization when I bought an old wringer/washer. 

You may think living without a hot water heater was a hardship. But it really wasn’t. In winter, the heating stove always had a fire going, so all I had to do was keep a full kettle of water on the stove, and I had hot water available when I needed it. Plus it provided a little moisture in the air to offset the drying effects of a wood stove. In summer, I always had a fire in the kitchen wood stove to cook the evening meal, so it was no chore to put a few more pieces of wood in the stove, set the pots of water on the stove to heat, and by the time the meal was over, there was hot water for dishes and bath. 

I dealt with the wastewater from the sinks and tub by installing a greywater leach field. At first, all I had was a single drain pipe that emptied into a buried container behind the house. Eventually, I upgraded to the more traditional perforated pipe in a trench. The pipe terminated in a large, rock-lined hole, so even if the perforations plugged up, water could still flow out of the house and be filtered by the ground. 

Utilizing a handy mound of dirt behind the house, I dug a deep hole from the top down and then built an outhouse over the hole. 

From my high throne, with the door wide open to all my loyal subjects, I was able to gaze out over my empire—long, leisurely gazes in warmer months, quick glances at 0 degrees, and at minus 30, no gazing at all, in and out... no fooling around. 

At cold temperatures, a visit to the outhouse really wasn’t too bad since I had a piece of foam rubber cut in the shape of the seat. That toasty foam was placed between me and the toilet seat, and it eliminated the shock and awe of parking my tender flesh on a frozen seat when the daily need arose in the winter to use the outhouse. A sheet of Styrofoam cut out in the shape of a toilet seat would have worked well too. Years later, I incorporated a commercial composting toilet situated next to the tub, inside the house, but it never worked satisfactorily. It was a non-electric model, and by rights, it needed a fan and heating element to function properly. 

My intention from the start was to be energy-independent. I had no desire to ever be connected to the conventional power grid. There was a learning curve to all this though, and one thing I learned immediately, was how much energy all our gadgets consume. I started out with one woefully inadequate solar panel and a car battery. Those two components bordered on the absurd and fell far short of an ideal system. There just wasn’t enough power capacity in the battery, nor was there enough solar panel to recharge it. Plus a car battery isn’t designed for this purpose. 

Given my lack of financial resources at the time, I wasn't able to afford a more elaborate system. Many people have the misconception that alternative energy is free, as in "free energy from the sun." Not true. All costs are paid up front. Photovoltaic panels, wind turbines, batteries, electronic controllers, and inverters are all expenses that need to be factored in. Depending on the size of the system, it can be quite costly. 

Eventually, my electrical situation improved when I added a couple more solar panels and two deep cycle marine batteries, but that didn’t happen until years later. And even then, my system was still incapable of running more than a small TV, radio, and a few lights. My TV was small, maybe nine inches measured diagonally. 

You know the kind: in order to watch it from across the room, one needed binoculars. 

I lived with a chronic power shortage. During extended cloudy periods, I used a battery charger powered by a clunker of a gas generator to charge my battery bank. The generator was cheap, always in need of adjustment, and the adage 'you get what you pay for' certainly applied in this case. 

To save on battery power, I reverted to the old-time kerosene lanterns. Those kerosene lanterns didn’t throw off much light, but they shed enough light that I could easily maneuver around the house. In order to read, however, I needed to set the book right next to the lantern. Soot accumulation on the inside of the glass chimneys required cleaning every few days, and the wicks needed occasional trimming. To sum it all up, we’re talking about a back–to-basics, lean, Spartan lifestyle. 

***
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MY MAILBOX WAS LOCATED at the head of the driveway (.4 mile from the house), and it was my daily ritual to wander up the driveway just before lunch and fetch the mail. This was something I looked forward to every day, no matter the season. It was a wonderful walk through the woods, one that was always a source of enjoyment. I knew every inch of my driveway. With every day’s hike, there was always something new to see, whether along the road or deep in the forest. Images were stashed away, deep in my mind, images that I can recall vividly to this day. Bear or moose tracks embedded in the mud, a protruding boulder alongside the road that always made snow plowing difficult, trees that grew straight as an arrow, some so big I couldn’t wrap my arms around them, or water flowing through culverts, indicating how wet the forest was, are all memories gleaned from my walks. 

The trek began through a stand of cedar, which upon rounding a 90-degree bend in the road, transitioned to a mixed deciduous forest. One long straightaway had a canopy of large poplars with overhanging branches, which, in summer, formed a shaded archway. Towering spruce and fir were mixed in, and I always had the feeling I was striding through a special place. Just as rain, snow, and sleet don’t stop the delivery of the U.S. mail, nothing stopped me from my daily walk to retrieve it. Since this was before the days of Internet, email, and cell phones, written letters were the primary method of communication with family and friends. As you can imagine, I was always anxious to walk out to pick up my mail. Usually! The majority of the correspondence was happy news, but there were a few times I had to deal with the inevitable sad news too. 

The day came when modern progress slowly started to creep towards my little sanctuary. One day, when I walked out to get my mail, I saw heavy equipment working on the narrow road. A major widening project was underway complete with drainage ditches on either side. 

Wow! What a difference. 

They might as well have been constructing an Interstate highway since now the road was wide enough to accommodate two vehicles headed in opposite directions. The terminus to this was still the head of my driveway. The road became a favorite drive for the locals who would turn around at my mailbox. It was surprising how many people went out for a leisurely cruise in the car, especially after dinner, to see what wildlife could be spotted. To a point, in my own way, I did much the same thing whenever I went out for a walk, run, or a bicycle ride to get some fresh air and see the sights. 

The locals accepted me into the community immediately and I still remember many of the old timers I went to for advice. Over the years, many of my new friends walked or drove down my driveway and we’d sit and chat for a while. The hustle and bustle I was accustomed to was replaced by the slower pace of small town America. I remember being taken aback the first time I drove down the secondary road, which led to my property. Passing the first car, the driver waved. 

What was that all about? 

Then I passed another car, and that driver waved too. Gee, they’re friendly around here; random waving to strangers wasn’t something I’d ever encountered before, but it certainly was refreshing and it added to the sense that I belonged. 

My property was located far from power poles or telephone lines, so it was many years before I heard the jingle of the phone. It was only because my neighbor eventually decided to get power and phone that I took the opportunity to have a phone installed. The phone company was willing to run an extension down to the dead-end turnaround. It then would be my responsibility to dig a long trench alongside the driveway, all the way to the house, for burying the wire. Once done, they would come back to make the final hookups. 

Digging almost a half mile of trench by hand was a real chore. I tried using a single bladed plow pulled behind the tractor, which worked well until the point snapped. In the end, a shallow trench was all I could muster, but at least the cable was buried and out of sight. I welcomed the phone since that now eliminated the 4-mile drive to town to make a call on a pay phone. Since I had lived for years without a phone, I’d have to peel myself off the ceiling every time the phone rang for the first few months because it was so startling. 

One day, during the first winter I had the phone, I went out to plow snow. 

Can you guess what I did with my snow plow? 

After returning to the house, picking up the phone, and hearing dead silence, I was rather dismayed to realize I had cut my phone line with the plow blade. Totally oblivious to the buried phone line, I had been plowing merrily along and had cut right through it. When I pushed the snow off the road in that area, my blade had dug down in the dirt and severed the line. The ground was frozen, so it took me a few days to thaw and expose the area to wire in a new section. I never made that mistake again! 

Although my neighbor decided to get conventional electric, I still shunned the power line and remained committed to being off grid. To this day, I’ve heard tell of people paying a power bill, but I don’t know what a power bill is. I’ve never had one. I’ve been off grid since my move to Maine around 1980. 

Being in so far off the road presented challenges. Not only did I get stuck in the mud before my driveway was well graveled, but it was also a chore trying to keep it open in the winter. Maine gets many feet of snow throughout the winter season, and although my little tractor had a small snow plow, there came a time when it just couldn’t keep up. There was too much accumulated snow to push. When that happened, I parked my truck at the head of the driveway, out by my mailbox, and I would have to snowshoe the 4/10ths of a mile in and out with groceries and every other needed item. More than once I lugged car batteries, 50-pound sacks of dog food, and luggage up and down my driveway, snowshoeing making it all the more difficult. I was my own beast of burden! 

The early days of my life in Maine were filled with satisfying, non-stop work, from sun-up to sundown. I immersed myself fully in this new lifestyle. There was so much to learn. I learned how to use the tractor to safely plow and disc a field. A plow cuts the sod and turns the soil over. A disc harrow, the next implement I used, has a series of large discs that cut and churn the soil into smaller pieces as it is pulled behind the tractor. It may take a few passes over the ground to adequately chop things up. Finally, I used a spring tooth harrow to do the fine chopping and smoothing of the ground. Like any farming community, there’s a lot of old, outdated equipment lining the field roads, and it was just a matter of searching to find needed treasures. 

Until my move to Maine, I had never worked a garden. What joy I had that first year, plowing my garden spot in front of the house and preparing the soil, planting seeds, and watching my first sprouts pop out of the ground. I learned how to grow a large garden with an assortment of the typical vegetables. Everything from potatoes, carrots, Cole crops like cabbage and broccoli, tomatoes, beans, and the list goes on. It really isn’t that difficult. There may be a year when a certain vegetable does poorly, but usually this is balanced out by something that does exceptionally well. Keep things weeded and watered, and nature does the rest. 

A small field located a short walk behind the house is where I planted apples, plums, pears, grapes, and raspberries. Many of these plants died off over the years. Those that didn’t die needed another tree as a pollinator in order to bear fruit, and since I was unable to grow the pollinator, I never did get any fruit. Disappointing, but OK. Growing what I could would have to do. Fortunately, I found a few wild apple trees scattered on my property, and there were so many apple trees growing in abandoned fields and along roadsides, I was able to pick several potato barrels worth in an evening. A potato barrel holds roughly 165 pounds of potatoes; I don’t know what the equivalent in apples would be, but a barrel held a lot of fruit. 

With the approach of autumn, outdoor chores and filling the larder took on a new urgency as the shorter days and bone-numbing temperatures drew near. Clear crisp mornings, mature garden plants with a touch of frost, and the forest raining leaves of red, gold, yellow, and orange signified the approach of winter and meant it was time for apple picking and cider making, a fall tradition, one I looked forward to every year. 

From the barrels of picked apples, I sorted through the majority, with the best going into storage; the lesser quality apples I ground up and ran through my homemade cider press. Each fall, I canned gallons of cider for the upcoming winter, but my overall choice was always to drink it fresh. There was nothing like having a glass of freshly pressed cider, especially when the apples I used were a blend of different varieties free for the picking. I also designated one gallon of cider for conversion to cider vinegar. The apple pomace, the material left from the apples after pressing, became animal feed. Highbush cranberries and chokecherries also grew wild, and as long as I was willing to make the effort to harvest them, there was a wealth of free, wild food to supplement what I grew. I wouldn’t starve. 

I learned to root cellar what vegetables I could, and I canned the rest. After all these years, I still have my original pressure canner and the books I used to guide me in the proper way to can food. There’s something innately satisfying when you have a pantry fully stocked with jars of yummy you processed yourself. Add in the fact I had grown most of what was contained in those jars, and I was doubly satisfied. 
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STICKING WITH THE SELF-sufficiency theme of this lifestyle, I had the garden down pat but needed to work on the meat side of things. This required an animal house! I'd need to build a fairly large barn with stalls for various livestock. I had no desire to be a Noah’s ark and inventory two of everything. I just wanted appropriately sized stalls for some chickens, turkeys, one beef cow, and one pig. There also needed to be enough room for supplies and equipment and a loft to store hay. 

Using paper and pencil, I laid out the design and planned to use the natural materials from my property for the construction as much as possible. I used cedar, a rot-resistant wood for the vertical posts sunk into the ground and spruce and fir for the rafters and joists. I would need to cut these in spring, which is the easiest time to peel the bark. Bark peels the easiest when the sap starts to flow and the trees are coming back to life. My tractor and chainsaw got a workout as I carefully selected and cut trees that were within easy reach of the field and driveway. One would think that by being surrounded by thousands of trees, it would be an easy task to gather all the stems needed for the barn. But the trees needed to be a certain diameter, and they needed to be as straight as possible; therefore, it took a great deal of time to select the best trees. I made a couple of saw horses to rest the trees on and, with the aid of a drawknife, I tediously peeled the bark off of all the logs that would be used for the structure. 

For the most part, I built the barn by myself, but occasionally I’d swap labor with a neighbor or friend when a task required another person. One of the memorable moments when building the barn was putting up the ridge pole. I was alone, and I needed to get a full sized spruce tree about 34 feet in length and 12 inches in diameter on the butt end, up to the second story of the barn. This was an instance when I needed to be creative and figure a way to do this by myself.

I had built the basic ground level structure, so I fashioned a ramp from the ground to the second story. After orienting and lining up my ridge pole with the barn, I put the smaller diameter end on the ramp. All I needed was a way to slide the tree up the ramp and get it to the second story. I positioned my trusty tractor on the opposite side of the building and threw a rope across to the small end of the log. Once I secured the rope, I was able to use the pull from the tractor to slide the whole large tree up the ramp to the second story. It required moving the tractor forward in small increments and me running around to reposition the log so that it stayed on the ramp, but it all went as planned. Throughout the process, I used a peavey, a long handled tool with a hook made for rolling and maneuvering logs, as the leverage it can exert on a log is unmatched. It’s impressive what can be done with the right tools. The logger’s peavey was an invaluable tool, and I used it many times during my stint in Maine. 

Getting the log ridge pole up to the second story was the easy part. Now I needed to raise it up about five feet and set it on top of three vertical support posts that were lined up. By using a handyman jack, I was able to gradually jack up each end, put supports under the ridge pole, and work my way back and forth, end for end, until I got it up close to the proper level. From there I manhandled the log into position on top of the posts. I struggled hard with the large end of the log to get it over, and in doing so, strained my back. But the ridge pole was in place, and it was time to rest. I worked on the roof rafters, the metal roof, and the exterior over the remainder of the summer, and by fall, the barn was complete. 

The barn would be home to various animals over the years. I started out gradually with chicks hatched, for both meat and eggs. The local animal feed store would have a spring sale on a wide array of poultry. Smart, since the company figured most people would be forced to buy their feed from them. The spring peepers had to have a warm place to stay. The best I could come up with was a towel-covered cardboard box placed close to the wood stove. A feed tray and water bottle kept them company. 

Chicks do three things: eat, poop, and sleep, not necessarily in that order. They aren’t known for their cerebral acumen, and even though the waterer was a commercial product made for small chicks, they still managed to plop themselves into the water and get soaking wet. In the middle of the night, if I heard shrill peeping emanating from the box, I knew something was wrong. I’d have to get up, make a fire, and get them dried off and warmed up; otherwise, they wouldn’t survive the night. This meant getting the house hot enough to bake a cake. If it was uncomfortably hot for me, it was just right for them. Although I constantly changed their bedding and kept the kids tended to, they had a tendency to smell and I was always glad when their first real feathers came in and they were old enough to go out into the real world: the barn! They are rapid growers, and by mid to late summer, the meat birds were ready for the chopping block. The Rhode Island Red layers would inhabit the place year round for egg production. 

Once I had gained my first experience with animal husbandry through chick raising, I graduated to buying and raising a piglet from a local pork producer. Everything at this point was new to me, and a learning experience. Want to raise animals... read a book on the subject. Talk to those who have some experience. This urban boy was getting an education on a way of life common to his predecessors, but was and still is foreign to the newer generations, including my own. 

Part of being as self-sufficient as possible was raising my own food. Meat comes from animals, and there’s no getting away from that fact. I was going to have to raise, slaughter, and process my own meat. With a how-to book at my side for reference, I dressed and cut up animals. The first time I processed a beef critter, I had the help of a local friend who had previous experience. 

Taking the life of any animal was a hard thing for me to do, and I always had an apprehensive demeanor on "game" day. I was able to efficiently do the job, but it was a huge relief when it was done. One of the tricks I found useful was not to get attached to the animal. To that end, livestock were not pets, and as a reminder of this, the pig was named Porkchop, the beef cow was named Hamburger, and the one time I had a lamb, any guesses? It was named Lambchop. 

Having animals required taking care of them. Feeding, making sure they had clean water, and assuring they had dry bedding were daily chores associated with raising an animal. I planted part of my field with grain, thinking I would be able to supplement the feed I purchased. Wheat and rye were two grains I tried to grow for my personal consumption. 

In reality, grain production is hard. Preparing soil and planting is easy, it’s the harvest that is problematic. At least if one is harvesting by hand. I used both a grain scythe and hand sickle to manually cut the stalks. I bundled, tied, and then stored the stalks until they properly dried. I then spread a blanket on the ground and flailed a bundle of grain on the blanket, meaning that I used a bat, stick, or flail to beat the grain until most of it was released from the stalks. This was a good activity if one was having a bad day: whack some grain to get rid of the stress. Now I had a blanket full of grain and small pieces of chaff. I would wait for a windy day and then pour the grain from one bucket to another, letting the wind blow out most of the chaff, leaving relatively clean seed behind. Only problem was: that was a whole lot of work for a gallon of seed. I spent the summer growing and then harvesting the grain, and spent hours flailing and winnowing out the chaff, but I had so little to show for the effort. Whether I grew and harvested rye, oats, or wheat, the process and the results were the same. Too much work for too little in return. I concluded that it made more sense to pay the farmer the money for a sack of grain. Nevertheless, at least the chickens were happy when I threw the threshed stalks into their pen. They would find any grain I had missed and would have clean bedding at the same time. Nothing went to waste. 
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IN THOSE EARLY DAYS, the normal routine was to plant the garden and raise as much food as possible. Many of the daily chores that take no time at all with modern conveniences took a lot of my time since I was doing things the way they were done in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Doing my wash by hand in tubs, hand pumping my water, heating water in pots for dishes, cooking on a wood stove, maintaining kerosene lanterns—these are all examples of time-consuming tasks that occupied my normal day. The tasks were simple, but in many respects, they were more involved and required considerable effort on my part. After all, I couldn’t just turn on the water faucet or the stove burner like a typical person. Yet, this was an excellent learning period for me. Although I worked and did things the hard way, the education was invaluable and a confidence booster. If all the modern day gizmos ever stop working, I will survive just fine. 

In my spare time, I set out for walks in the woods to assess and explore my new surroundings. One hundred twenty acres is a good chunk of land, and it seemed I always encountered something interesting. To this day, forests are a source of wonder for me. 

Although I was constantly on the go, I was reminded at nights, when the day was done, that it was a lonely affair without some female company. Unfortunately, it was a tough chore to find someone who wanted to live that lifestyle. My wife Johanna didn’t come along for a number of years after I was fully settled in. Once she was part of the team, I shared all the chores and rituals of daily life with her. But, in the meantime, a dog and cat would be my companions. 

I was introduced to an older gentleman from across town who had a few dogs. The man was elderly and had vision problems, and I went over a few times to visit and keep him company. It was during one of those visits that he expressed an interest in getting rid of one of his dogs. The timing was just right since I was now settled in and could use some company. He told me that I could take a male black lab concoction. He seemed like a friendly enough dog, and we became quick friends. 

The dog and I settled into a routine, and he took well to the homestead. However, it wasn’t too long after I brought him home that he didn’t seem quite right; he appeared to be moving slower and getting a bit chunkier. At night he stayed inside with me and slept on a blanket in the living room. It’s been so long ago, I don’t recall what alerted me to the fact my buddy was about to give birth, but shortly thereafter, my male dog spit out six pups. I never questioned the man nor looked for any tell-tale clues on the gender of my new friend before I took him home. Surprise! This was truly an immaculate conception or my dude was a she-ude. 

I built a box on the living room floor that served as a nursery, and the mother and pups stayed inside with me. I eventually picked a spunky puppy to keep, one that kept leading the charge over the barrier. I named her Snuffles. 

As a kid, I had watched a cartoon show on Saturday mornings that had a dog named Snuffles who loved dog biscuits. That’s how I came up with the name. Still immersed in my cartoon world, I found a cat and named it Felix. So Felix the cat and Snuffles the dog were my companions. Jinx the cat would be the feline replacement when Felix left for greener pastures. 

Much of my life revolved around the seasons, with each season having its associated chores and work. But there was always time to take a break or have some fun. 

One time, my parents were up for a spring visit, and I thought we would all go out and pick an early spring green called fiddleheads. Fiddleheads are the early shoots of Ostrich ferns that make their first appearance in May. They are generally found in wet areas and, once cooked, are very good with salt and butter. A friend showed me how to pick them, and they were delicious. So my parents and I went out and picked lots of "fiddleheads," and I told them we were in for a real treat. After a few bites, it was obvious they weren’t as delicious as I remembered. In fact, they were awful. As it turns out, we had picked a pot of bracken fern, not ostrich ferns. I never made that mistake again, and my parents and friends made sure I didn’t by occasionally teasing me throughout the years. 

I still needed income, so when I had the opportunity I would head back to Pennsylvania to work for a couple months at my old electronics job. I designed and built test equipment for a robotics company. Various circuit boards had to be tested, and my job was to figure out the best way to test the boards, then build and program the tester. When all was done, I would draw up schematics and put a manual together. I built some of the test equipment in a machine shop where I gained experience running a milling machine and a lathe. 

This electrical and mechanical experience will be a huge advantage to me as you will see further on in the book. Once the project I was contracted for was completed, I would then be on my way home with enough money to keep me going for a while. 

After one of those trips to Pennsylvania, I was back home in Maine, with money in the bank, continuing on as normal, when life had an unexpected course change for me. 

That change started with a knock on the door. 
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Chapter 3— Money Can Grow on Trees
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THAT KNOCK ON THE DOOR came from a local logging contractor inquiring whether I would be interested in having my property logged. Now the young man from suburbia had some thinking to do. The prospect of logging was completely foreign territory to me, and frankly, it came as a total surprise. But before I could make any decision regarding the future of my woodlot, I needed to understand what logging entailed. 

What price would I get paid for a cord of wood? 

Was this something I could do myself to put some money in my pocket? 

And, finally, what would my property look like after it was logged over? 

All loggers aren’t created equal. There are many conscientious loggers who take pride in the job they do, but, likewise, there are some who thrash and bash, leaving a decimated waste land in their wake. These are the horror stories people hear about, stories of the land being ravaged. Would that be the fate of my property if someone else did the work? These were some of the questions I needed answers to, and as it turned out, those answers determined the course of my life over the next 20 years. 

Although it is a nice concept to live 100% off the land, in reality, it’s a pipe dream. You can go to extreme measures to get close, but there are some things you have to have that the land can’t provide. Some of those items include tools and equipment, such as a chainsaw and axe, supplies such as rope and nails, food that you can’t grow yourself, and clothes, which we can’t forget about unless you are willing to run around in animal skins and fig leaves. Health care, vehicle expenses, and property taxes are just a few more of the many things requiring money or barter. I had an asset of 120 acres of woodland, but I had no idea of the value of the timber. Perhaps my money needs could be met through the proceeds from the harvest of my woodlot. 

To get answers to all my questions, I initially enlisted the aid of the Maine Forest Service. After all these years, I can still remember the first forester who came out to visit and walk around the property with me. We wandered around enough of the woodlot for him to get a good sense of what timber resource was on the property, and then he gave me suggestions on what my next steps might be.

The results of that first visit were a determining factor in my decision to work in the woods. After his initial consultation, I gathered all the financial numbers: what the logger would pay me for a cord versus what the mill would pay me per cord if I did the work myself. Once I considered that data in conjunction with the forester’s advice, it was easy for me to reach a decision. I concluded that if I was willing to do the work, my paycheck would be many times greater than if I allowed the logger who knocked on my door to cut my trees. As it turned out, this was one of the best financial decisions I’ve ever made.

I formulated a grand vision. If I logged the property myself, I could turn an unmanaged, dense forest into a parklike sanctuary. I would banish bugs and mosquitoes to beyond the property lines, deer would prance through, and animals would knock on my door to see if I was free to play. 

It takes some serious effort to cut and yard wood. It also takes some special skills with a chainsaw and specialized machinery, like a skidder, neither of which I had. The two big industries in northern Maine are logging and potato farming, and I had seen the "skidder" that the logger uses to harvest trees. It is a large 4-wheel-drive, articulated machine with a blade on the front and winch on the back. Articulated means it pivots in the center for greater maneuverability. What a cool toy that would be, but, alas, it was out of my price range. 

Instead, I bought a bigger farm tractor, an International 656, and I became a two-tractor household. The farm tractor would be the machine I would use to harvest trees. I mounted a winch that ran off the power take-off shaft onto the rear of the tractor. This combination was far from ideal, but it gave me the opportunity to get some experience and confirm whether logging the property myself was the proper decision. I bought the last item I needed, a larger chainsaw, and was ready to log. 

My education began on day one when I went out to cut for the first time as a "professional" logger. I started cutting one of my first trees, looked up, and was promptly hit in my eye with a branch that had fallen from above. Perfect timing, and I was done for the day. But I was given a second chance; the branch was big enough that it hit my eye orbit without any serious damage to my eye. It sure smarted though, and I had a black and blue eye for a while. 

Foolishly, I had purchased a new chainsaw, but didn’t buy any safety gear. Logging is one of the most dangerous occupations, and to be safe, it requires steel-toed boots, Kevlar pants, and a helmet with eye and ear protection. Not long after the eye injury incident, I paid a visit to the local logging supply store and got properly outfitted. It’s always good to have the proper safety gear so you don’t end up cutting the wrong limbs. 

Countless people have been injured working with a chainsaw, and I was fortunate to have learned my lesson early on without any permanent injury. Nowadays, it drives me crazy when I watch television news or a TV show and see someone operating a chainsaw without any protective gear. Life doesn’t offer second chances to everyone. Those same news and TV programs show people felling a tree the wrong way. When the tree falls on the house, it’s rather obvious there was an error in the execution of the plan. 

At this point, I officially became self-employed as a tree farm business. I had the new responsibility of record keeping and filing tax returns as a sole proprietorship. I spent hours entering numbers into a simple accounting ledger. I learned about the tax code, and what I needed to do to file a simple business tax return, and now depreciation became part of my vocabulary. I was still committed to my off-grid homesteading lifestyle, but by starting my tree farm enterprise, I went from a no frills, uncomplicated way of life to a small businessman. A one-man show.

***
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TO A DEGREE, I’M A perfectionist, and although I haven’t hit perfection yet, it isn’t due to a lack of effort. With that in mind, every decision I made through the years, what tree to cut down, or how to winch the tree out without damaging the surrounding trees, revolved around my quest for the perfect woodlot.

To that end, I abhorred conventional logging and became determined to create a model forest. A small clearcut patch of an acre or two to salvage diseased or blown down trees, or to create wildlife habitat I could understand, but to clearcut large swaths of forest was rather upsetting and shortsighted to me. I felt the best approach was a selective harvest, meaning I would selectively cut only the mature or diseased trees, or thin out a dense section, thus improving the stand and leaving the rest for the future. 

Wood is a finite but renewable resource, and a forest properly managed will continuously provide a crop and a source of income over the owner's lifetime. Additionally, a healthy forest provides a home for a diverse set of flora and fauna, helps clean the air, and prevents soil erosion. Forests are an integral part of our environment. Once clearcut, the land takes a long time to recover before another harvest is possible. 

Silviculture, the science of growing and managing a forest, would have categorized my woodlot as an "uneven-aged stand." It's a fancy term that basically means the forest is composed of a mixture of young, intermediate age and mature trees. Ideally, any stand should be a mix of species and tree diameters. Aesthetically, it looks much better, is excellent animal habitat, and the forest has a better chance of surviving disease and insect damage. 

This is the key to a sustainable woodlot. Because trees are of different age classes, there are always trees ripe for harvesting, which in turn frees up the remaining middle-aged and younger trees to grow. This continual rotation makes for a steady stream of income, and by the time the middle-aged and younger trees have matured for cutting, there's already a new batch of seedlings established from natural regeneration, the process of seeds falling to the ground and germinating. Therefore, the woodlot always remains productive without ever having to be replanted. 

It may help to think of a woodlot as a big garden. Some species are weed trees, and I wanted to cut them out to make room for the more desirable species. Although the weed trees had some value, I wanted to encourage the higher value trees to flourish. Poplar was a weed species I made good money from, but if I sold the same volume of spruce or hardwoods, I might have doubled or tripled my return for the same effort. So, in the long run, it was in my best interest to take out the poplar and let spruce, fir, and hardwoods dominate the areas. 

The word "dominate" is important here. I'm not advocating the extermination of the poplar or other weed trees. They have their place too. But I wanted to relegate them to a minor part. And, much like a garden, one needs to thin the trees so there is less competition for light, nutrients, and water. I weeded and thinned thick stands of trees to help encourage the growth of a better forest. Over my logging career, I cut thousands of cords of wood off of our woodlot. Even after 20 years, I never accessed the entire property to selectively harvest it. But the areas I did work became a better forest. 

When logging any woodlot, it's impossible not to have some damage, but I mitigated the risk as much as practical. Taking down a large mature tree required expertise. It’s one thing to notch a tree properly and make it fall; anybody can do that. But to make it consistently fall where I wanted it to, or make it fall in a direction other than its lean, required additional skill. Otherwise, undue damage would happen to the remaining trees. Normally trees are dragged out full length. But, if I needed to buck the tree up into six pieces to prevent injury to the remaining stems, that is what I did. I then winched each piece out one or two at a time so little harm was done to the nearby trees. 

Like anything else, the more practice, the better one becomes. The more trees I cut down, the more accurate I became, so that rarely did I miss dropping a tree exactly where I wanted it to go. If the tree was leaning in the wrong direction, I employed techniques to ensure the tree still fell in the desired location. One of the advanced chainsaw skills involves using the tip of the bar to make a bore cut. Not recommended unless someone is proficient with the saw. It’s dangerous because of its high potential for kick-back.

***
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DURING THE TIME-FRAME when I was logging, I took advantage of any opportunity to return to Pennsylvania for the electronics job. It was during one of these trips back to Pennsylvania to work that I met my wife Johanna. A desire to homestead, camp, and garden were some of her interests, and she was the perfect mate for me to complete the dream. Since we had a shared purpose in life, she became part of my life, and the "I" will now shift to "we." By this time, the commute to Pennsylvania was getting a bit overextended, my electronics career was concluding, and it was time to focus on deriving income from the homestead. 

Because Johanna had the same interests and goals as me, she took to the homestead well. She was taught at an early age many of the necessary skills, and was competent in many facets of the self-sufficient lifestyle: growing a garden, preserving food, cooking and baking, knitting, and sewing for example. Homesteading together came naturally, with each of us having complementary skills. Subjects I had little knowledge of were her strong suit, and vice versa, and although much of our knowledge base overlapped, in reality, very little was completely new to either of us. We made a formidable, well-rounded team when we combined her expertise with my ability to problem solve and fix things. During our time in Maine, we not only added to our basic homesteading skills, but we honed and perfected those abilities so that we had the confidence we could survive in almost any situation. Meanwhile, I continued to pursue logging as my contribution to the household coffers, and Johanna worked part-time for many years. 

While adding that woman’s touch to the place, Johanna made improvements to the quality of our lives through the years. We still remained off grid, but the house had some major rearrangements with her on the scene. I had 1x8 unfinished boards as my floor. Over time, they shrunk and gaps formed between the boards allowing debris to collect there. I kept the house swept, but it was never truly clean. Eventually, we either carpeted or covered the bare wooden floors with vinyl. What a difference the new flooring made! We redid the kitchen, and instead of open shelves for dishes and a wooden counter top, I built base cabinets, had a real counter top made, and installed wall cabinets above the counter. Johanna was quite pleased. We redid the exterior of the house, originally finished with board and batten, with cedar shingles, a tedious project. Although it took some time, the functional house was transformed into a lovely small home. 

While house improvements were ongoing, I still focused on the woodlot. For many years I logged with the farm tractor, but it wasn’t the right piece of equipment. It really had too many limitations. Bogging down in wet ground, load size I could haul in a trip, and the small winch were all limiting factors in determining what I could do with the machine. If I was going to be a pro, it was time to up my game and get a used skidder. 

Finances were limited, and we hemmed and hawed at the decision to go into debt. Staying out of debt and owning everything outright has been our life’s mantra. If we needed to go into debt, we did whatever was necessary to get out of debt as fast as possible. By its very nature, debt is anti-freedom. What I mean by that is, as long as we were in debt to someone, we weren’t truly free. Owing money is an obligation we take seriously, and having to make loan payments alters every day decisions. 

Do we go away for the weekend, do we buy a new TV, and can we afford this or that were questions that always came into play as long as we were in debt. 

Never in our lives have Johanna and I been indebted to any bank for more than a few years. Freedom is making the last payment long before it was due. So this skidder purchase was a big deal and would be the first of many tough decisions we faced when trying to decide what equipment to buy that would enable us to extract the most value out of the timber resource. 

We made the decision to buy a used skidder and found one at a local dealer. It was delivered with great anticipation, as I was really climbing up in the world. Mostly because the machine sits high and has steps up to the cab! But nonetheless, it was an awesome machine and I was able to log more safely and efficiently. Now that I had the proper tool for the job, instead of dreading the day's toil with the farm tractor, I was excited to go out and work our forest each day. It was a John Deere skidder and "Johnny" and I were inseparable in the woods. 

Although I could have jumped on the machine and headed to the woods for an on-site education, I thought it was more prudent to head out in the truck and visit a few logging friends to see what tips and tricks I could pick up from them. A couple of hours spent with those guys gave me so much useful information. They taught me safety tips, proper operation, and maintenance during my visits with them. 

I carefully laid out every road and trail through the woodlot so that I could access the most wood with the least amount of damage to residual trees. I had a main trail heading into the woods, and then off of that main trail were side trails arranged in a herringbone pattern. Generally, I winched out full length trees from those access trails. 

With "Johnny," I was able to access more of our woodlot, including the wet cedar areas, although sometimes I’d have to wait for winter and frozen conditions to reach the wettest sections. It was better to be patient and wait for optimal conditions than to go out too soon and rut up the woodlot with those big skidder tires. Although the machine had 4–wheel-drive and chains on the tires, it was still possible to get it stuck in the mud. When you get a big machine like that stuck... it’s really stuck. 

I recall one occasion when I had the machine at a hard tilt with one side on firm ground while the other side was buried in muck. It takes a lot to tip a skidder on to its side, but I was a little nervous I was close to doing that. The more I tried to free myself, the more the side in the mud sunk down and the more the skidder listed to that side. By applying downward pressure on the blade, I was able to raise up the front end enough so I could throw chunks of wood and tree brush into the rut. That filled up the channel so when I released the blade pressure at least my front end was now stable. The rear was still a disaster, but I was able to use the winch to pull the skidder back enough so that I could throw more debris into the rut and eventually extricate myself from this dilemma. That was by far the worst pickle I was ever in with the skidder. The powerful winch on the back of the skidder was a great piece of engineering, and as long as I had a long enough cable and could find an anchor point I was always able to winch myself out whenever I got stuck. 

I mentioned previously the large quantities of snow a typical winter season brings to northern Maine. There was never a depth of snow "Johnny" couldn’t wade. With chains on, it struggled and churned its way through anything I was ever faced with, but it was a long process. It was hard on the machine to bust a new trail through the deep snow, but once the trail had tracks, a good night of freezing made all the difference with traction the next day. 

Although I could get the skidder to create access trails through the woods in deep snow, it was a lot harder for me. There were winters when the snow was so deep in the woods, I’d wade snow that was nearly up to my waist, and at times I would have to crawl on hands and knees on top of the snow to get to a tree. With the chainsaw in one hand and the winch cable slung over my shoulder, I would throw the chainsaw ahead a little and struggle toward the tree. Then it would take me a while to kick and stomp the snow around the base of the tree so that when I cut it I wasn’t leaving a 3-foot stump. 

Winter logging had definite disadvantages: deep snow, difficulty starting the machine in sub-zero weather, and having to plow the driveway and landing so the log truck could get in to pick up a load of wood. But there were just as many advantages: the ground was generally frozen, the temperatures were more comfortable for working hard, and there were no bugs, including bees. I had to be careful of bees in the summer, since they like to make nests in the ground or in a decaying tree. Several times I found myself merrily cutting away, and suddenly bees were furiously buzzing around me. Even in summer, I wore long-sleeve shirts and was well-protected, so a sting or two was all I received. Logging sure was a tough way to make a living. 

We bought a used standard highway plow, and rigged up a way to attach it to the skidder’s front blade so I could really move the snow. Now I could keep the driveway open year-round. The trick was to try not to plow a foot or more of snow at a time. Instead, we kept up with the storms and plowed every time a few inches accumulated. If there was a big snowstorm raging during the night, we got up several times to plow the driveway. 

Johanna drove the truck and followed behind me to provide light, while I plowed with the skidder, since there were no lights on "Johnny." 

She had the "hard" job. Nice warm cab, relaxing, slow motion drive with the music playing. 

I had it "easy." Completely exposed to the cold air, my gloved hands were always cold and wet. As I struggled to discern the driveway in the headlights beam, wind-driven snow pelted my face and I squinted my eyes to protect them. As I brushed past tree branches laden with new fallen snow, the snow cascaded into the open skidder cage, plastering me, so that by the time we were done, I looked like the Abominable Snowman. 

I felt bad for Johanna! 

In retrospect, I can say I safely logged for about 20 years, but I had a few close calls. The one that sticks in my mind was when I was cutting a large poplar tree. With the thousands of trees I’d cut over a 20-year career, this was one of only a couple of trees I misjudged. This tree was perhaps 22 inches in diameter and quite tall. A skidder is designed with a blade on the front that can be used to push trees over once they are properly notched. For safety, a skidder also has a heavy protective cage that surrounds the operator when seated in the cab. I had notched the tree and was trying to push this tree over. 

Timberrrrr! Uh Oh!! 

Instead of the tree falling away from me, it came straight back at me. I sat in the skidder and watched this poplar come back and fall on top of the machine. It sat right above me on the roof of the skidder cage. 

Phew, that was a close one!

Glad the cage held. Worst thing I could have done was panic and try to get out of the skidder. Protection of the operator is what the cage is designed to do, so have faith it will do the job. I was simply able to drive out from underneath the tree, but it was eerie seeing that big thing teetering up above me. I believe in this instance, my miscalculation was on the wind direction. Regardless, it all ended well. 

Our woodlot was a nice mix of poplar, spruce, fir, and cedar. Poplar went to the local pulp mill for wafer board, spruce and fir to the sawmill, and cedar to the fencing and sawmill company. The nagging question was, how can we maximize the return on our timber resource by adding extra value? This was partially answered when we invested in a post peeler. The peeler makes a fence post or rail from smaller diameter cedar trees. The machine peels off the bark so what is left is a smooth piece of wood. 

This was a great way to utilize our many dense, small-diameter cedar stands. Because loggers generally get paid by the cord, and it takes a lot of cedar trees that size to make a cord, very few loggers would have bothered to harvest such small cedar since there is so much work involved. While it wouldn’t have been economically feasible for them to cut such small diameter stems, we, as the land owners, could get a good return on our efforts. 

In fact, very few people would have managed our cedar stands the way we did. To give you a sense of what I consider dense, cedar stems were generally 3 to 7 inches in diameter and were spaced, on average, every 3 feet. Many times, trees grew thickly in clusters of 2 or more. The cedar stands were always dark; no sun ever got to the ground. 

I had a main road leading into the cedar areas but no secondary offshoots. Walking into the stands, I selected the best trees to remain and cut down a few stems immediately adjacent to give them some breathing room. Because the forest was so thick, there was no room for the cut trees to fall; they just remained standing. I had to take a set of hand-logging tongs, manually grab hold at the butt of each tree, and manhandle them until they fell. Once the trees were on the ground, I limbed them. Most trees were 20-30 feet in length. Then using the hand tongs again, I dragged each tree out, one by one, to the road. From there, I was able to use the skidder to yard those trees to a central landing for further processing. A physically grueling endeavor. Over the course of years, I was able to release the best trees so they could grow for the future, while at the same time utilizing the small trees I thinned out. I harvested thousands of trees in this manner, and the remaining stand was quite the source of pride. 

We added an additional piece of equipment to our collection when we purchased a large front-end bucket loader, which came with a set of forks. The loader and forks allowed me to load bundles of finished product onto a flat bed, which meant I could hire a local trucking firm to ship large quantities of fencing to customers. A tractor trailer would come down to the dead-end turnaround, and I would load bundle after bundle of our finished product on to the trailer. How satisfying it was to see a full tractor trailer load of post and rails drive out to market! That satisfaction wouldn’t have been possible had we not invested in the post peeler and loader. 

Our woodlot had abundant quantities of Balsam fir trees, which I logged, and the fresh boughs were wasted by being left in the woods after I limbed the trees. Johanna was taught at an early age how to make Christmas wreaths by her Dad, and she thought she could fashion wreaths out of the fir boughs I left in the woods. If so, we could make money from something we normally wasted. It doesn’t get any better than that! After some experimentation to perfect the technique, we added wreath-making to our business plan. Each November would find us out picking wreath greens. Because of this, we were getting more value out of every fir tree cut. Additionally, we picked tips from areas that had high concentrations of young fir trees. 

Harvesting wreath tips was an enjoyable activity—going out into the cold, crisp morning air, wandering randomly around in the forest, and snapping off branch tips, which was made easier by the cold temperatures. Eventually, we would accumulate an arm load of brush, which we dumped into a central pile. Once we had enough greens, we would haul the large pile to the house. In later years, we made the wreaths in an outside shop, but the first couple of years, we made the wreaths in the house, and the scent of Christmas lingered throughout the season. We also hung a thick fir wreath every Christmas on the porch by the door, decorated just the way we did for our customers, with sprigs of cedar cones and greens and a big red velvet bow. By word of mouth alone, we got orders for 80 to 100 decorated Christmas wreaths each year. These were mail-ordered to customers throughout the United States and brightened the doorways to many homes. Wreath making made for an intense 3-4 week period of time, but it was a nice change of routine for us. 

***
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WHAT ELSE COULD WE do to increase the value of our timber resource? 

Wouldn’t it be great if we could saw our logs ourselves and produce lumber to sell locally? Why send out all of our saw logs to a mill when we could perhaps double or triple our money by sawing the logs ourselves? 

After another agonizing decision, we decided to buy a small, portable sawmill. We had researched every small band saw on the market, and we took every opportunity to attend loggers events featuring these sawmills. The more I studied them, the more unimpressed I became with the quality of the components and engineering, and yet they were quite expensive. But one sawmill seemed like it would work for us, and I drove out of state to pick it up. The deal turned into a fiasco, and I ended up coming home empty handed. 

It’s said that necessity is the mother of all inventions, so perhaps it’s fitting my frustration would be the father of inventions too. As my dad would say, I know just enough to be dangerous, and I thought I could design a band sawmill that would be as good as, if not better than, the commercially available products. I had no formal mechanical engineering or physics training in school. I knew nothing about band sawmills other than what I had observed, and yet I was planning on designing a gizmo that would be better than what teams of engineers and companies already had in the market? 

What in the world was I thinking!? 

This was really going to be a challenge, and I was stepping well outside my known comfort level. I say "known" comfort level because none of us really know what those bounds are until we try. Nevertheless, this was going to be a $30,000 gamble that I could indeed engineer a better mousetrap, or should I say sawmill, than what was on the market. 

I had a few things working in my favor. The mechanical and machine shop experience I had from my electronics career would come in handy. Also mechanics and mechanical principals are easy for me to understand. 

In fact, my first memory of doing something mechanical was as a little boy. Cars were fascinating to me, and I had thoughts of becoming an auto mechanic, but I was quickly discouraged from this occupation when I had an industrial accident. My parents had bought me a pedal-powered car, red and fire engine like. Being a solidly built, metal vehicle (they don’t make them like that anymore), a youngster could get in and pedal around the yard or down the neighborhood sidewalk. Not being satisfied with the performance of my little car, I brought it into my make pretend service center and straight into my imaginary service bay. Supporting both ends of my car on kitchen chairs, I slid under to take a look at the whatchamacallit while it was on the "lift." I was wrestling with the thingamajig when one end of my car fell off the chair and landed on my face. 

To this day, I have a scar on my forehead and, if memory serves me right, I needed a few stitches. Fortunately, the injury was minor and wasn’t a big deal. With the passage of time, the scar merged into one of the many wrinkles on my forehead and is barely visible. Regrettably, I never did file a make pretend law suit against the repair shop! Funny, the things we remember from childhood. 

Before committing any drawings of my sawmill to paper, I spent time in the local college library researching the principles of mechanical engineering. At home, I poured over structural steel tables and consulted with engineers and component salesmen and, as a result, was ultimately able to design a fully hydraulic band sawmill powered by a Ford gas engine. My machine was portable and capable of cutting a tree 36 inches in diameter by 24 feet long. It was able to hydraulically lift the log from the ground, compensate for the tree taper, hold the log in place as it was being sawn, and turn the log when needed. 

Not only did I design a machine that could take a log and produce lumber, but if the log was turned and cut enough times, I could whittle the world's longest toothpick! 

I spent months drafting a set of mechanical drawings any machine shop could work from, with full dimensions for every part of the sawmill. Paper and pencil were my designing "tools," and in place of fancy CAD (computer aided design) computers and software, I cut out full-sized, cardboard templates I could hold in my hand when I just couldn’t mentally visualize a problem and its solution. 

To fabricate my contraption, I found a machine shop in the middle of the state of Maine that was willing to work with me. It was my hope I could work at the machine shop assembling the pieces as they were machined. By late spring of 1994, the shop had the steel on order and I had all the components ready to go. 

It was time to build us a sawmill! 

I headed down to the shop where I began work immediately. I had paid for the steel and placed a substantial deposit with the machine shop, so we were committed to seeing this project through. How exciting it was to have a couple of their employees dedicated to the fabrication of something I had conjured up. They welded heavy steel rails and crossbeams in place, and as the machinist finished each piece of the puzzle, I was on hand to assemble it. 

It wasn’t long before things started taking shape. Sitting on heavy duty saw horses, the long frame of the saw didn’t look like much until they built and mounted the carriage. The carriage was really the saw assembly. The log would remain stationary, and the carriage with Ford motor would straddle the log and ride down a set of tracks. The saw head, which had a set of large wheels for the saw blade to ride around, had a very accurate screw assembly to raise and lower the head. This controlled the depth of cut, allowing me to cut any thickness of lumber I desired. Because I had a background in machine control, I designed the sawmill so I could computerize the operation in the future if I wanted. 

As it was, all I had to do was stand at a control panel and tweak switches and knobs to cut a log. The hydraulics was set up so I could control the carriage up, down, forward and backward as well as control the speed of certain operations. The machine shop did a marvelous job fabricating the mill, and in roughly six weeks it was ready to paint and travel home. 

After I got it home, I finished the wiring and hydraulic plumbing. What a thrill it was to fire it up for the first time and watch it actually cut a log. Standing at the controls, I could turn a knob and watch as the saw head went up and down or turn another knob and the sawmill advanced down the tracks. Turn another control and the sawmill sped up or slowed down. It pretty much worked as planned right out of the gate. I needed to do a few minor tweaks and adjustments, but the overall design was solid. 

The machine shop was impressed and invited us to make a proposal on building this as a commercial product for market. Johanna and I made a presentation to the company's engineers and president, but they ultimately decided to focus on in-house projects of their own. 

Over the years, I was able to enhance the value of our woodlot by sawing lumber from the logs I had previously sold to the big mills. Because my sawmill was capable of cutting large trees, I was able to efficiently cut standard sized boards and framing lumber, as well as large timbers like 8x8s. I sold much of my sawn lumber locally but was also able to sell and ship cedar lumber to the same customer who bought my peeled post and rail products. Once the local folk became aware of my sawmill, I had additional business from them when they brought their own logs to me to custom saw. 

***
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FOR YOUNGER READERS still in school, I’d like to pass on my personal experience to you. You just never know where or when you will need some of the things being taught in school. 

For example, I never thought I’d need basic trigonometry to figure the roof line and rafter length for the house I designed or geometry to calculate the length of a band saw blade that rides around two wheels. Or English for writing and vocabulary skills needed to write a business plan or a future book. I want to offer you some encouragement in absorbing what's being taught. Although I never mastered any subject, I came away knowing the basic fundamentals, and it’s served me well. I was no whiz in any subject, but I retained just enough of the principles to be able to go back to books and cipher out the problem at hand. 

Being the high tech guy that I am, I’d just pull out my handy abacus or slide rule from the desk drawer to do my figuring. I write that in jest, and use a simple calculator now. But back in my electronics schooling, I was taught how to use a slide rule and still remember how to use it to some degree.

When time allowed, Johanna worked the woodlot by pruning trees, offloading lumber from the sawmill or helping with fence posts. She was an integral part of keeping things going. If she wasn’t out working the woodlot, she was working at her job or toiling to keep me well fed. The kitchen stove was always busy, and I never lacked power foods to keep me going. 

Throughout my logging career, professional foresters came out to visit or inspect my work, and had nothing but positive feedback and encouragement for me. I learned a great deal about logging and forestry from them, and I always took to heart the practical advice they offered. Johanna and I took a great deal of pride in our stewardship of the land. We joined the National Tree Farm program, and ultimately were twice named the County Outstanding Tree Farm.

For my part, I turned into a workaholic and was either logging or sawing lumber seven days a week from sun up to sun down for weeks on end until I physically couldn’t go any more. I’d take a day off and then repeat that work schedule. I did this for years and had created my own homemade rat race. I was working myself to death. The curse of the type "A" personality. 

But there were a few times when we took extended vacations. Being self-employed gave us flexibility in our lives, and we were fortunate to be able to do a few special trips. Like the time I spent six months of my life on the Appalachian Trail.

Why don’t you take a walk with me for a while. 
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