
Maine Elixir
by
Eyes Right 
Greenville, ME - Our family did not eat a lot of blueberries when I was growing up in Kentucky.  In fact, I do not recall ever having one.   We had plenty of blackberries each July; they grew prolifically in sunny sections on the top of the steep wooded hill behind our farm house. There were also some raspberry patches, although in far less quantities.  But I never saw a blueberry bush, cultivated or wild, in our part of Kentucky, nor had I ever eaten any blueberry.
Picking blackberries has its share of challenges, not the least of which are snakes, which seem to have a symbiotic relationship with blackberry patches.  In our area of Kentucky, those snakes were mostly large black snakes and smaller, but poisonous, copperheads.  I learned at an early age to look carefully before reaching out my hand to pick a juicy berry.  The other issue was the omnipresent thorns.  It seemed as if the blackberries were saying, “How bad do you want me?  Oh, did I poke a hole in your hand or rip up your arm?”  Accordingly required clothing for any blackberry adventure involved Levi’s or corduroy pants and a long sleeved shirt, the thicker the better.  The reward was tasty blackberry jam which my mom made with our pickins’.  
I vividly recall one July when we took a one week vacation to visit my uncle Vance’s farm in rural Missouri.  Blackberries were in season there and all the women and children spent most of each day picking while the men sat around discussing life.  During the evenings the women made jam - lots of it.  We packed our suitcase (they were cardboard construction then) with jars of jam surrounded by clothes to take home with us, and loaded it into the luggage compartment of the Greyhound bus headed back to Cincinnati.  When the bus pulled into the terminal, we were waiting alongside the bus with other passengers when my Mom noticed a purple ooze coming from the luggage compartment.   Understanding that the source was undoubtedly broken jars of jam from our suitcase, my Dad took us by the arm and said, “Let’s go....I don’t want to have to face all these people with that  #*#*#*#* blackberry jam on all their stuff.”  This was one of the few times I recall my father using profanity and the only time I saw him give anything away.
After leaving Kentucky for the Navy I eventually became acquainted with blueberries - those juicy, marble-sized packets of flavor which seem to make pancakes particularly appealing.   They were, of course, the cultivated variety, now readily available around the year in grocery stores. But nothing prepared me for the joy, and wildly wonderful taste, of wild Maine blueberries.  My first introduction was several years ago on one of our summer kayaking vacations to Maine.  Each August we would choose a different lake to visit, but no matter the destination, we inevitably would end up on one of Maine’s rural two-lane highways and also inevitably, we would pass some stands selling pints or quarts of wild blueberries.
Wow, what a difference in taste compared to the “store-bought” cultivated versions!  These were nuggets of sweetness capable of transforming any breakfast cereal, granola, or oatmeal into a tasty experience.   My first experience with picking these berries myself   came while hiking the “Wilderness Section” of the Appalachian Trail in Maine with two friends.  One, a fellow from Utah named Fred, had what can only be described as a severe compulsion for wild blueberries.   As we reached the summit of a peak, he would always insist that we stop so that he could gather handfuls of the wild blueberries.  Although I picked quite a few berries myself, I mostly was grateful for the opportunity to not be climbing yet another mountain for the next half hour.
But it was only after we began to spend several weeks in August at a camp in the Moosehead Lake region that I became a fanatic blueberry picker myself.  The woman who owned our camp told me about a patch which was “loaded” with blueberries....there was some question about the owner of the land being “rather strange” and “he may chase you” but nonetheless I decided to chance it.  Several hours later I returned to the camp with several pails of blueberries and no buckshot in my behind.
Because I had considerable experience making blackberry jam at our winter home in Virginia, I set up jam making operations in our cabin.  Since that time four years ago, I have become an incurable blueberry jam maker every August.  Now that we own our own camp here in the same area, I have continued to pick from not only my original illicit patch, but several others, the location of which I will divulge to no one, including family, for any price.  So far this summer I have canned 157 jars of blueberry jam, in addition to having fresh blueberries most mornings. 
There could be worse addictions.  I suspect that my friends and neighbors who receive these jars as gifts would agree. 
I thought you might like to know.
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