
Picea (Spruce) 
 

 
A small swale bisects the yard, splitting lawn from woods.  The latter is thick with evergreens, and I figured they were mostly firs, for 
our house is on the St. George peninsula, a lovely place whose main claim to wider fame is as the area where Sarah Orne Jewett wrote 
The Country of the Pointed Firs.  She worked on it during the 1890s, staying in the village down the street, at the very same time that 
Josiah Hupper was building his (our) house.   
 
Recently, Doug Johnson, an arborist, came by to help me figure out how old our trees are.  The only sure way to age a tree is by 
cutting it down and counting the rings.  But an experienced local arborist can usually make excellent guesses without resorting to 
such dire measures.  Gesturing vaguely toward the woods, I mention Jewett and ask Doug what kind of firs she meant, since "pointed" 
isn't a species.  Probably balsam, he said, adding but those aren't firs.  They're spruces. 
 
All of them?  I ask, staring at the tops of the shaggy trees, startled by how distressed the idea that none of them are firs is making me. 
 
Doug nods.  Pretty much. 
 
Perhaps to distract me from obvious dismay, Doug points out one unusual deciduous tree among them, regaling me with details of its 
distinctiveness.  Then he shows me how to trace the woods back to its origins.  In a space this small, he can quickly spy the oldest 
sprucesðone is near the center, the other by the back wall.  He thinks those two are about seventy or eighty, surmises that the area 
had been clear until someone let those saplings live.  The rest of the woods likely arose not by a plan but simply because those two 
seed trees were permitted to be. 
 
This also disappointsðthough less keenly.  I knew the trees were not a primeval wood, but I'd assumed they were as old as the records 
of the land, that everyone had foregone lawn to save the trees.  And that had gladdened me.  Now I wonder:  why don't I find it 
enough to know that the trees are here now because we did them no harm, nor did the Richardis before us, Mrs. Percy before them, 
or the generations of Routledges before her? 
 
Even before the question has taken full shape, I spy the edges of the answer, hard and dark, like a seed revealed amid fruity flesh. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
Josiah W. Hupper was willed this piece of land in the 
1880s.  He built the house, which still has an 
attached barn with a wonderful hayloft.  My husband, 
Rob, and I go to the cemetery to visit Josiah at least 
once a year to say thanks and let him know how the 
place is faring. 
 
Doug Johnson is an arborist who works out of 
Camden, Maine, a town about 20 miles north of us.  
When I realized I needed help to age the trees, I 
asked three people on the peninsula for 
recommendations.  All three named Doug instantly. 
 
Joe and Joan Richardi owned the property from 1977 
until 1999. 
 
Winifred Percy owned the property from 1973 until 
1977.   
 
Richard Routledge owned the property from 1931 
until 1943.  Brian and Rachel Routledge then owned 
it from 1943 until 1973.  
 

 



Malus domesticus (Apple) 
 
 
Two apple trees, both about fifty years old.  The larger one is near the leach field, and a shorter, stout one is by the stone wall 
abutting our neighborôs driveway.  We never prune that one, preferring the obscuring drape of branches to any hope of a heavy 
harvest.  Plus, even though both trees bear fruit, the yield isnôt tasty.  Theyôre spitters, to be precise.  When we first moved in, I 
thought itôd be charming to use them in Thanksgiving pies, but the apples are small and hard, chalky and tart. 
 
I wonder if they were ever good, if any of the others cultivated them.  I think not.  Apple trees need to be grafted to bear fruit with a 
particular flavor and consistency; they do not come true from seeds.  So I imagine that even though these trees have been cared for all 
these years, it hasnôt been for the sake of their fruit.  Or at least not for fruit as fruit.  Rather, I bet my forebears made applejack, bet 
that Brian and Rachel eschewed post-Prohibition swill, and added the trees when they were deeded the house, thinking a little 
authentic hard cider would ease the long, hard winters. 
 
Apples were once considered the food of the gods, which might be why many folks speak of the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of 
Eden as having been an apple treeðthough botanists agree it couldnôt be.  Still, among cultures near and far, apples remain widely 
regarded as symbols of desires both spiritual and profane. 
 
Rob and I donôt use our apples for pies or snacks or applejack.  But that doesnôt mean we donôt appreciate their desirable qualities.  
We absolutely do, and thatôs why we leave them for the deer.  When the deer have plenty of food in easy reach, they arenôt as tempted 
by my vegetable garden. 
 
Because for propitiation, nothing beats apples. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Applejack, or hard apple cider, is among the easiest alcohols to concoct in northern climes.  Using the apples in your yard, sugar, water, and yeast (and preservatives and 
sanitizing measures nowadays), one can make very good use of drops and spitters. 

 
Brian and Rachel Routledge owned the place from 1943 to 1973.  I think Brian is Richardôs son, and that he lived here as a child as well.  While Iôve learned more facts 
about many of the other previous owners, everything I think I know about Brian and Rachel, I have learned from the trees. 


