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Deep roots, good friends
anda legacy inMaine

At UMaine, Hill taught
courses in thermodynamics
and other topics. He served
briefly as the dean of the Col-
lege of Engineering during
the years after Russia
launched Sputnik 1 and fed-
eral “space race” funding
suddenly flowed to engineer-
ing programs across the
country.

“I sprayed money around
like there was no tomorrow,”
he chuckled. “It was the most
fun in my life.”

But perhaps his greatest
accomplishment at UMaine
was the creation and develop-
ment of the Department of
Industrial Cooperation,
which provides fee-for-ser-

vice technical help, research
support, project management
and other resources to pri-
vate sector businesses and
organizations. Hill estab-
lished the program in the
1960s and directed it until his
retirement in 1992.

Jake Ward, now UMaine’s
vice president of innovation
and economic development,
came to work for Hill in 1991
and assumed leadership of
the industrial cooperation
program when Hill retired.

“ItwasDick’s firmbelief that
theuniversityhadpublicassets
— abilities, expertise, equip-
ment — that should be used to
support private industry,”
Ward said recently. “He saw
this as a kind of public service,
like the Cooperative Extension
for Maine companies.

“Dick contributed a lot of
technical expertise to the de-
partment and really became
the go-to guy for just about
anything having to do with

energy,” he added.
From consulting with the

Bangor Hydro-Electric Co., a
major provider of electrical
service across the northern
half of the state until its ac-
quisition by Emera in 2010, to
opposing the closure of the
Maine Yankee nuclear plant
near Wiscasset, to patenting
hisown,clean-burning“stick-
wood furnace” and other in-
ventions, Hill’s interest in ef-
ficient, sustainable energy
technology spanned many
sectors, Ward said.

In addition, Hill’s personal
style has always been an asset
to the university community,
Ward said.

“He is a mountain of a
man,” he said. “Brilliant, elo-
quent, wise, never arrogant.”

Hill’s patient explanations
of complicated technical
ideas made him an excellent
teacher both in and out of the
classroom, Ward said, bring-
ing energy issues into main-

stream conversation.
“I have always been so im-

pressed with him,” he said.
Virginia Nees, a retired

professor of English at the
Orono campus, praised her
friend, colleague and former
neighbor as “something of a
renaissance man.” Hill’s eclec-
tic interests and warm conver-
sational style have earned
him good friends across the
campus, she said, and made
him a popular guest at casual
dinners and “interdisciplin-
ary poker games.”

In addition, she noted, Hill
has for many years rented a
small apartment in his home
to Chinese students and their
families, cultivating endur-
ing cross-cultural relation-
ships in the process.

Living life, looking
beyond

During a recent visit at
his home with the BDN, Hill

launched into a heartfelt
recitation of Edna St. Vin-
cent Millay’s long, existen-
tial poem “ Renascence ,”
which begins with the famil-
iar lines, “All I could see
from where I stood/ Was
three long mountains and a
wood;/ I turned and looked
the other way,/ And saw
three islands in a bay.” He
knew the entire piece by
heart, though he held a
printed copy in his hand
“just in case,” he said.

With the recent announce-
ment that Millay’s home in
Rockland will be restored and
open as a museum, Hill said
he’s contemplating donating
a recording of the poem to the
fundraising effort.

“My hope is that they’ll
have a box where you can
drop in a quarter and hear me
recite it,” he quipped.

On a more serious note,
Hill’s slow-growing prostate
cancer, first diagnosed about

20 years ago, has now spread
to his bladder. A hospice
nurse visits twice per day. He
keeps busy reading his scien-
tific journals, writing to the
Ellsworth American and en-
joying regular visits, calls
and emails from friends and
family. He’s fascinated by
space exploration, including
the scientific data and images
of deep space beamed back to
Earth from the Hubble Space
Telescope.

One thing he doesn’t do is
worry about dying, or what
might happen afterward.

“Oh, I’m an atheist,” he
said when asked about the
hereafter. “You really can’t
look at the pictures from
the Hubble telescope and be
anything except an athe-
ist.”

“I keep asking people, ‘Tell
me when I’m going to die,’ but
no one will tell me,” Hill said
cheerfully. “But at 97, I don’t
really much care.”

newspaper since I started
reading newspapers as a
child. It was a way to find out
about community connec-
tions, and to be able to mark
in my memory who was no
longer with us and who
might be alone. I would lis-
ten to my mother remark on
this one or that one who now
would have a more difficult
time getting by, and hear her
make plans to help with a
visit or food or some other
human kindness. It was a
small community. We helped
each other.

Then I read my brother’s
and mother’s obituaries in the
newspaper — their deaths
were six years apart — and
people in our small communi-
ty rallied to support us each

time. I was still a child, forced
into growing up fast.

Those obituaries were dif-
ficult for me to see, but I was
younger and perhaps more
resilient, and their presence
did not change my reading
habits. But seeing Jim’s obit-
uary stopped me in my
tracks.

I don’t look at the published
obituaries often now. I don’t
want to risk what I am afraid I
will see — whether it’s there
or not — and that’s Jim’s obit-
uary. I know I’m being a little
ridiculous about it, but I seem
unable tochangemyresponse.

My funeral problems stem
way beyond the written page.
This “phobia” has caused me
tomissmanyfunerals I should
have attended since Jim’s
death; unable to make myself
sit through someone else’s rit-
ual send-off and to bear such a
large collection of grief.

Jim’s funeral was really

beautiful, yet the finality it
represented of his physical
presence leaving me has
scarred me in a way that is
making it difficult for me to
recover myself.

Each funeral that comes up
is an exercise in torment.
There are a couple I’ve attend-
ed that were family obligation
and unavoidable on my part,
but if I truly have a choice, I
avoid them.

It feels so wrong on some
level because I know attend-
ing someone’s funeral is a
final act of love and respect,
and definitely support for the
ones who are left behind, yet I
seem powerless to do other
than I am. I cannot face those
rituals and potential emotions
right now.

Soon after Jim died, I told
myself I couldn’t face other
people’s funerals because it
was all too raw for me; now I
don’t want to be reminded of

where I have been as I begin to
rebuild myself. Regardless of
the excuse I rely on, the bot-
tom line is that I just cannot
make myself do it.

That part of me is still bro-
ken.

It’s not a reflection on how I
feel about the person who has
died or the people he or she
has left behind. It has nothing
to do with any of them. It has
to do with me and how deeply
I was affected by Jim’s death
and funeral process. The clos-
er the people who have died
are to me, the worse I am
about it.

This has come up now for
me because there seem to be a
lot of funerals lately for people
I’ve known a long time. As
each one comes up, I tell my-
self I will make an effort to
participate as a mourner; to go
to the place where friends and
family gather to mark the end
of another worthwhile life.

Yet, each time, I fail in my
quest.

The latest one was a long-
time friend of Jim’s.

Even as I deal with the guilt
of not being able to fully face

these funeral demons, I am
making progress. At least I
can articulate it in this journal
of widowhood. But I have a
long way to go to reach heal-
ing.

fice rebuffed FairPoint’s pre-
vious proposals to deregulate,
citing consumer protection
concerns. But there’s grow-
ing evidence that the compa-
ny is losing more profitable
business to the growing popu-
larity of mobile phones and
Internet-based calling op-

tions, he said, threatening its
ability to maintain its less
profitable provider-of-last-re-
sort accounts.

“Normally, we would say,
‘Hell, no. Go away,’” he said.
“But this time we decided to
try to find a solution that ad-
dresses both FairPoint’s con-
cerns and consumers needs.”

Schneider said he will be
surprised if the process re-
sults in hardship for Main-
ers. “There’s been a lot of

anxiety,” he said. “But what
we’ve put in place will make
it so people really don’t have
to think about it much.”

This isn’t the first time in
recent memory that new
technology has disrupted
telephone service, according
to Charles Dunne, founder
and board member of The
Telephone Museum in Ells-
worth. Older Mainers will
remember when home
phones connected callers to

a local operator, he said.
“You picked up the phone
and the operator said ‘Hello,
there — what do you need?’”
The operator knew where
everyone lived, kept up on
local gossip and was able to
contact local emergency ser-
vices when needed.

Many Maine homes, espe-
cially in rural areas, were
connected by “party lines”
shared by two or more house-
holds. “People still like to tell

us stories about how one
household hogged the line or
how people used to listen in
on each other’s calls,” Dunne
said. Improving technology
and growing demand eventu-
ally moved everyone away
from party lines and the op-
erator-based systems.

“It’s just inevitable that
the copper wire phone ser-
vice that so many of us are
comfortable with will even-
tually be eliminated,” he

said. Even now, he said,
many landline users don’t
realize their service relies at
some level on innovations
like fiber optic cable, micro-
wave transmission and In-
ternet connectivity.

Whatever problems may
lie ahead in the weakening of
FairPoint regulation, Dunne
said, new technology will be
part of the solution. And resil-
ient Mainers will adapt to
change, as they always have.


