
Miles of Marijuana
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Eyes Right 
Along Route U.S. 1, ME  - One of my more obscure personal achievements has been to have the pleasure of visiting both ends of U.S. Route 1 which stretches from Fort Kent in NE Maine 2369 miles generally along contours of the American coastline of the Atlantic Ocean south to Key West, Florida.  There is signage at each end and I have ensured that my photo has been taken embracing each sign (although I currently have no idea where those are now).  Although the northern terminus has always been Fort Kent near the bridge over the River to Clair, New Brunswick, the highway ended in Miami until 1938 when the “Overseas Highway” to Key West was completed.
The history of Route 1 makes some fascinating reading.  Its predecessor was established in 1911 as the Quebec-Miami International Highway and included many historic segments such as the Boston Post Road between Boston and New York City., the Baltimore Pike between Philadelphia and Baltimore and other roads in the South such as the U.S. Fall Line.   Its utility as a “go-to” route was considerably diminished with the construction of the U.S. Interstate Highway system in the 1950’s, especially Interstate 95.
In Maine U.S. 1 continues to receive considerable traffic.  In the southern part of the state tourists often choose it over Interstate 95 because it parallels the scenic towns along the coastline, whereas 95 is simply a high speed inland route connecting the four largest cities in the state.  Here in the northern end of Maine U.S. 1 is heavily traveled by visitors to Acadia National Park, but beyond that point, it is just another rural road with little traffic.  When it turns north at the most easterly U.S. city, Route 1 follows the U.S. border with Canada into the potato-growing regions in Aroostook County before ultimately reaching Fort Kent.
With all this interesting history, I was both amused and saddened to read recently that this wonderfully historic highway has now been referred to as “Maine’s Cannabis Trail” in a front page article in the Bangor Daily News.  As a result of Maine’s venture into legal marijuana, more than 20 “medical marijuana” stores have opened, most within the past year, along Route 1.  In 1999 Maine became one of the first states to legalize medical marijuana.  Initially citizens were allowed only to grow your own allowance, but now it has undergone the predicable metamorphosis into a major commercial operation.  Until this year these medical dispensaries were selling mostly to Maine residents, but in June new state laws now allow sales to card-carrying residents from other states.  How to get a card signifying that you “medically need” marijuana varies by state, but here in Maine now you no longer have to have a “qualifying condition” (e.g. AIDS, or Alzheimer’s), but simply “any medical condition.”   Apparently a headache or feeling depressed qualifies.  
The result of this liberalization (and the fact that Maine will soon put into effect a 2016 law legalizing all marijuana sales) has led to an influx of tourists seeking Maine marijuana shops primarily because of price.  Maine dope is cheap, by national standards,  According to the BDN article, an eighth of an ounce of Blue Dream (“a wildly popular hybrid strain”) can be purchased for $33 in Maine shops, but would cost at least $50 in neighboring Massachusetts.   
I have not been into any of these shops to determine how difficult it is to obtain a medical chit to qualify as a buyer, but I would guess that it is mightily easy, perhaps only a phone call or an e-mail away.  The rapid increase in these dispensaries along Route 1 would suggest that business is booming.
What baffles me is how easily American society forgets the major ills associated with tobacco and our now over 50 year struggle to reduce smoking.  Yet we seem to be promoting marijuana smoking which, the last time I checked, also involves inhaling potentially harmful non-air into your lungs.  I might also add that as a classroom teacher of high school students for 25 years I can testify as to the deleterious medical effects of this drug on young minds.  The almost certain symptom in every case I observed was that the student was unable to concentrate even when he wanted to (all the heavy users I observed were males).
So basically Route 1 is now home to an absolute charade in which anyone seeking a marijuana high can easily obtain “medical assistance.” 
How I long for the days when the only stands along Route 1 in Maine were selling blueberries and lobsters.
I thought you might like to know.
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