



























































COBSCOOK

I' I MESCAPE

Cobscook’s cultural landscape provides clues to the past—if you know how to use them
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Looking south from the end of the Clark sardine factory wharf, Sea Street, Eastport, circa 1890-1900

EDWARD HAWES
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RVING MAHAR, a neighbor close to
where I was staying Downeast nearly
30 years ago, told me about a place
his uncle, Harold Mahar, owned and
might be willing to sell fer the right price.
An overgrown road led down to “the town

landing” across from the western end of

Falls Island and Reversing Falls, then
turned east ending at the “old Kelly
Place.” It seemed a long way down there
from the turn-around on Crows Neck.
Irving said, “Follow the ruts,” and so I did,
pushing aside stickly branches of spruce
and fir, alders insistently jutting out, and
raspberry brambles that slowed me down.
When the road was “swamped out” and
gravelled a few years later, it turned out to
be only 7/10ths of a mile long. But that
first time, it seemed a lot longer.

[ passed the fence line marking the old
farm boundary, and just as Irving had
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said, there was a meadow filled with wild-
flowers. In front were immense lilac
bushes in their last bloom and apple
trees in their first. Hidden behind them
was a cellar hole and an outline of feun-
dation stones.

This was the farmstead of the Joe Kelly
family. For two years I dickered with
Irving’s uncle and finally paid his price
in 1967. Over the next several years I
built a camp, woodshed, workshop, and
chicken shed in the clearing (the latter
occupied for one season only by its
intended residents), and nearer the
shore, a sauna and the Sunshine Cabin.
As I walked the land and talked with my
neighbors, in time I learned much about
the Kellys, their predecessors and succes-
sors, their ways of life, and those of oth-
ers on Cobscook Bay. These conversa-
tions gave me clues to look for at the



























per week—is travelling via city barge from
Peaks to Portland each week. Eisenberg
estimates that 12 percent of the island’s
garbage is now being recycled—undeni-
ably impressive, but still short of the
state’s official goal of 25 percent recy-
cling by this year. The goal jumps to 50
percent by 1994.

Nevertheless, the fact that Peaks was
able to start and maintain such a pro-
gram is an example of grassroots genius.
There was no money in the budget for
the blue recycling bins, so Eisenberg con-
vinced beverage companies and recycling
firms to pay for the containers in
exchange for getting their corporate
logos printed on the plastic boxes. There
was no municipal person-power available
for staffing the program, but islanders
voted to close the Peaks transfer station
on Monday so the laborer who works
there can spend Mondays collecting recy-
clables instead of trash. And as to con-
sciousness raising, there is no secret to
motivating Peaks Islanders to separate
their recyclables. “I just kind of post signs
down at the store and remind people
how well we’'ve been doing,” says
Eisenberg, whose devotion to island recy-
cling earned her a mainland job as recy-
cling coordinator for the Portland area’s
quasi-municipal trash agency, Regional
Waste Systems.

Skeptics, nay-sayers, and those who
don’t think Portland is truly part of
Maine will grumble that successful recy-
cling on a Portland island does not mean
that recycling will help any other island
on the Maine coast solve its trash trou-
bles. Those folks are advised to visit
Monhegan.

Monhegan residents were in the news
back in 1988 for getting in trouble with
the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency. The EPA paused from its custom-
ary obsessions with hazardous waste sites,
destruction of wetlands, noxious factory
fumes, and other mega-crimes to declare
that the small island 10 miles off Port
Clyde could no longer meet its waste dis-
posal needs by simply having everyone on
the island throw their garbage into the
ocean. “You will not discharge,” said
EPA’s letter to the island’s assessors, “or
you will be subject to a $25,000 a day
fine.” Crisis descended on this tightknit
community of 60 year-round residents.

But this did not prove to be the last of
the Monhegans. They rang up Will
Brinton, president of Woods End
Laboratories up in Mount Vernon,
Maine. Brinton is the Julia Child of com-
post, not just in Maine but throughout
the world. If there is a recipe to be found
that can turn rotting mounds of residue
from tourists’ clambakes into loamy
brown organic fertilizer, Brinton can find
itin his lab.

Composting discarded food is no back-
to-the-land fantasy for solving
Monhegan’s garbage problem, since
restaurant waste alone accounted for

Crushing glass, Monhegan

nearly 32 percent of the island’s waste at
the time the crisis hit. We know that
because the first thing Brinton did was
have everyone on Monhegan sort and
weigh their garbage for the entire month
of August 1988. Alas, Brinton soon discov-
ered that the bigtime composting facili-
ties for which Woods End Laboratories is
famous would not work for Monhegan—
owing to an endemic and downright iron-
ic reality about islanders and their trash.
Islanders just don’t make enough garbage
in the winter months—or, to be more
technical, the seasonal fluctuation in pop-
ulation inherent in any community that
attracts lots of summer visitors makes it
impossible for islands to supply the steady
stream of waste needed for any major
innovative disposal facility to work.

It takes an uncommon kind of consul-
tant to admit that the big-ticket, techno-
logically sophisticated, engineer-driven
solution is not the right answer to a prob-
lem—and that the solution lies in a small-
scale, home-based program. But that’s
what Brinton told the folks on
Monhegan.

Mary Beth Dolan, a member of what
she calls Monhegan’s “prestigious
garbage committee,” says her panel and
Brinton agreed on a system of backyard
composting devices—supplemented by
eight dumpsters and a used compacter.
The latter piece of hardware lives in
Monhegan’s “new” garbage facility—a
weathered-looking former boat shed on
the island wharf. From there Monhegan is
compacting and then shipping recycled
aluminum, tin, paper, catalogs, plastic,
and glass—at half the cost of disposing
plain old garbage, which is also squished
and then removed to the mainland.

“I have so little waste now, it’s wonder-
ful,” Dolan reported earlier this year. “I've
probably been down once this month
with a bag of garbage.”

Monhegan got a $10,000 grant from
the Maine Waste Management Agency to
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finance the equipment purchases. But
another financial aspect of the program—
and the one that may go a long way
toward motivating those who would
rather not tinker with their trash—is the
$2 sticker you have to put on every bag of
garbage you throw out in Monhegan. The
same sticker system applies to bundles of
newspaper, magazines, and cardboard—a
reflection of the depressed market nation-
wide for recycled paper.

Refuseniks do turn up. “Some of the
people who come out in the summertime
ask why they should have to spend their
summer vacation separating things,” says
Dolan.

“There are always people who, if you
came into their kitchen and cleaned out
their cat food cans for them, they’d still
refuse,” agrees Peaks Island recycler
Eisenberg. But on Casco Bay, many sum-
mer visitors come from communities else-
where in New England that are already
recycling of necessity. And farther Down
East, the word from Monhegan is that
compliance is excellent, with few people
responding to that island’s proclamation
of mandatory recycling by simply throw-
ing the trash in the woods. “The compli-
ance end of it has been a happy surprise,”
says First Assessor Bill Boynton.

All along the Maine coast, environmen-
tal consciousness—with a little help from
economic reality—is forcing islanders to
confront the law of entropy and its by-
products. Three years ago, Vinalhaven
spent $30,000 to run the island landfill;
last year the bill was $83,000. Island com-
munities don’t have to worry about devel-
opers, public or private, showing up with
plans to build a mountain of toxic incin-
erator ash—as people in Washington
County, Norridgewock, Lebanon, Porter,
and a couple dozen other mainland towns
have in recent years. But the islands face
pressure from the mainland to be more
responsible and creative than the rest of
Maine in dealing with their solid waste.

“The islanders should be more aggres-
sive than anyone else,” says Terry
McGovern of the state Department of
Environmental Protection. “Their alterna-
tives to that are so much more costly.... If
you have backyard composting, and you
have metals and glass and plastic separat-
ed out, and you have burning of highly
flammables, you don’t have much left to
send to the mainland. What you end up
with is everybody having a new part-time
job. They might have to work an hour a
week.” It hardly sounds like entropical
paradise—but, though islanders do grum-
ble, they also persevere.

Or, as Peaks Island recycler Carol
Eisenberg says, “It’s forcing people to
become engaged in their trash.”

Donald Maurice Kreis is a contributing writer
at Casco Bay Weekly, a former staff writer with
Maine Times, and a student at the University
of Maine School of Law—uwhere he is majoring
in garbage.
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