
ELEGY TO CARLETON ISLAND 

  
        
 
To return in my mind to the Great Pantheon of Carleton Island, its 

temples and its deities, I need only imagine myself in l927 on the top floor 
of the boathouse seeing Clara Bow as she appears there on the cover of 
Photoplay.   She is in color, and behind her head there is a distinct halo—
not her red hair, but a visionary light which reveals her to be a Goddess of 
the Boathouse.  The great tenderness which I felt for Clara Bow had, I 
think, something of the divine in it.  I did truly yearn for her, as I never 
came to yearn for the Protestant immortals of St. Andrew’s Sunday 
School.  (Bob was actually so fortunate as to see Clara Bow, the “It girl”, 
in Dangerous Curves.) 

 
The entire l920’s are, in fact, lit for me by a celestial light which so 

fixes and illumines the events of our childhood that they seem to stand in 
a vast space and have some important meaning.  The cows lying by the 
chimneys of the fort in the evening; the sound of the pump; the feeling of 
gnats hitting the back of our throats as we run, mouths open, down the 
path to the boathouse; a German toy submarine with a wind-up key and a 
wet string, lying on the rocks—such things have a strange beauty in the 
l920’s landscape. The light shone first on the great public gods—Al 
Smith, Lindbergh, and Dracula—and then it shone on lesser ones:  Lucius 
Dodge, who was more godlike than his brother Wilfred, although both 
would qualify (but Lucius wore tweed knickers, and besides, like Hermes, 
he brought the mail); Charlie Chase, wounded in infancy, perhaps cast out 
of heaven by his mother; Clarence, tall, black, silent, archetypal, moving 
in and out of his great icebox; and, of course, Fred Shick, the old Pan, 
sitting under a tree with his goat’s feet, mourning his youth (as a 
shoeshine boy). 

 
The light which so illumined Carleton only weakly lit Wellesley, still 

a Stygian region in my psyche, in which only the library (the main one) 
and the dump have any classic dimension.  At Helen Timpson’s house the 
grass barely grew, and there were pale, strange, almost lifeless, blue 
anemones in the dark places.  

 
There were a few gods in Wellesley.  Old Michael was one, standing 

grandly at the bathroom window, washing it while Mother held her 
ground on the toilet; also Loring Briggs, young Parsifal; and Dot, with her 
great walleye, summoning the fire department for love’s sake.  But the 
rest of us were common mortals (especially Freeman Graves). 

 



  
Perhaps the basement in the barn with its cold furnace might be 

considered a poetic, if not a classic, region.  But for the rest—henhouses, 
aqueduct, A&P, all Protestant churches (especially St. Andrew’s)—I 
would have to say that they lacked mythic power.  Even the Belvedere 
Pharmacy, so fine, white, pure and temple-like, had no real profundity—
no comics, no movie magazines, and no soda fountain—nothing one 
would want to buy.  It was a false temple, dealing in prescriptions and 
Nujol. 

 
To return to Carleton Island’s mythopoeic places, I think the 

boathouses were the most powerful of these.  In them were all the 
creatures and circumstances of Gothicism—dusk, bats, spiders, swifts, 
kingfishers, snakes, and things seen underwater.  Each year the water 
inside was at a different level, sometimes, when high, covering even the 
dock.  I’ve often thought that this dreamlike changing of the aspect of 
things was crucial to the beauty and mystery of the island.  It was, for 
some reason, always important to me that the water should be low, so 
important that each year I was afraid to look as we came into the bay.  My 
anxiety about the height of the water sometimes became very great, a 
really existential worry, as about profound forces, fate and death. 

 
Upstairs in the boathouses were rooms for the boatmen, not used in 

our day.  These were warm and musty and had old magazines and china 
pitchers in wash basins.  Once we waxed the floor in one of the Shick 
boathouses for a dance.  The dance was not held, as there was no one to 
come to it.  The preparations were the thing. 

 
Each boathouse had a special quality.  Ours was of the Daphne Du 

Maurier, secret-drowning type, while the Barnaire was a  basilica of Shick 
wealth.  And there, of course, in the Barnaire,  dwelt the demigods and 
demon souls of the river, the fast boats.  The Nemo and the Courier were 
all right (I think they must have been, in their first versions, among the 
earliest motor boats, as we have a picture of Dad in the first Courier in 
1910), and they had a sort of water-chariot look, but the Shick boats were 
the very principle of acceleration, the ideal of beauty and river power.  
Their beauty shone so bright, and they went so fast that they made no 
waves at all.  Of these, the Mary Elizabeth was the archangel 
(feminine)—dashboards, instruments, mahogany, brass horns, flags 
dipping in the waves, moving almost silently out of the boathouse, then 
suddenly vanishing around the point on top of the waves.  Mary Shick 
could run the Mary Elizabeth  and sometimes took it to Cape Vincent 
herself!  How can I speak of it, so poignant is the memory of her golden 
curls and shiny eyeglasses. 

 



 
Rubbish 
 
 

Next door to the Barnaire was the Remington, an oriental structure 
named for a rifle manufacturer.  Like Turkish boathouses, it had an 
upstairs pavilion, and in my earliest childhood it seemed also to have a 
wooden roller-coaster with toboggans that went from the pavillion into the 
water.  But sometimes I think that I must have dreamt this, as who on the 
island would have thought of such a marvelous thing?  It was from the 
Remington pavilion that Mother made her daring leap. 

 
There was another boathouse that I can scarcely remember.  It was 

next to the Shick boathouses and had an upstairs with a post office.  It 
seemed very rickety and no doubt was, because it disappeared.  Finally, 
there were the Williams and Chase boathouses, which were characterized 
by being either underwater or totally out of it, depending on the river 
level. 

 
While the boathouses were the most numinous of the Carleton 

buildings, there were others which had a kind of half-light attraction, a 
pale-green glow.  There was the pen where the bull was kept.  Grandfather 
Cross often invited you to go down to see the bull, but I was never asked 
to come.   I now think this was because it wasn’t acceptable for girls to 
look at bulls.  And that was all right with me, as I was thoroughly terrified 
of the bull.  Someone had told me that he could get out, and I imagined it 
quite certain that he would find me in my bed and gore me to death.  He 
would leave the pen, come up the hill by the Marsh farmhouse, cross in 
front of the dining room (thereby passing up the tender, sleeping bodies of 
Minnie, Mary, Edith, and Red), and come directly to Mother’s house 
where I lay sleeping.  So I didn’t care when you went to see the bull, and 
usually I drifted over to the Shick’s front porch where Cousin Isabel 
would be playing backgammon—the counters, pushed by her plump, little 
hands with perfect, red nails, making a hollow, marble-like sound that I 
later heard on the gambling boats at Kowloon.  Come to think of it, the 
bull would have done well to choose Isabel, who was much more a 
Europa type than I. 

 
Then there was, further down the island, a stranded houseboat on a 

very high point, which I always found particularly fine, eerie and smelly.  
I could never understand how it got there.  The water must have been 
really high that year.  The walk to it crossed the fort, where the dried cow-
plops looked exactly like the glacial rock and where the well (another 
highly photoelectric place) was hidden by lilac bushes so that one might, 
by chance, fall in. 

 



  
I always liked the place where the water cooler was—down the steps 

by the kitchen cellar; it was cool, watery and sepulchre-like there.  And to 
sit on a grey-painted front porch (it must be very close to the ground; I do 
not like high porches) in the morning, feeling the paint blistered by the 
sun and hearing the Shick’s bell, was to be absolutely happy. 

 
You will notice that there has been no strong narrative in this account 

and no principal actors.  I’ve come to believe that I was a cold little 
creature, indifferent to people, liking only their clothes and particularly 
their doll’s clothes.  The drama of the island was in its rocks, bays, boats 
and, perhaps, its bull. 

 
The boathouses are gone; the docks are underwater heaps of rocks 

looking just like the sunken gunboat outside our boathouse.  
Grandmother’s house has by now fallen all the way into the bay, and the 
Villa in ruin looks like an old madwoman.  The Dining Room is a 
cellarhole with sumac growing tall inside.  The Shick house burned down 
(the fire, in winter, was seen from Cape Vincent, but nothing could be 
done) leaving only the swings.  So the ordered life of our childhood has 
gone, and only we still hear the Mud Puppy and the Shick’s bell. 

 
 
   
 For TLC on his 60th birthday, February l2, 1984 
   
 
 
 
 


