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the scenes, there are these
farmworkers who are being
exploited,” she said of the
exhibit’s genesis. “They
have to sacrifice so much to
get us this stuff that is per-
fect.“

Smith wanted to find a
way to translate her con-
cerns into art without feel-
ing like she was lecturing
the viewer. That’s impor-
tant to her, she said.

“The art I do now usually
has some kind of social
issue, but the trick for me is
how do you talk about a so-
cial issue without it becom-
ing propaganda or putting it
in somebody’s face?” she
said. “How do you create an
experience? With ‘The Bota-
ny of Sacrifice,’ I wanted to
create an experience so it
could be more universal.
You have to have a point of
entry for anybody to wander
into that space.”

In Belfast, the point of
entry may be the bits of
cloth she invites attendees
to fill out with what they
would like to sacrifice and

then make bundles of their
own. Another entry point is
the idea of the bundles,
which look like weird, char-
coal-blackened artifacts, she
said.

“The mystery of what’s
inside has been fun, too,”
she said, adding she periodi-
cally has unwrapped sever-
al.

Smith’s work in the ex-
hibit is powerful, according
to Martha Piscuskas of Wa-
terfall Arts.

“I think it’s a really effec-
tive way for people to come
in and make those connec-
tions,” she said. “Her work,
to me, incorporates so many
different aspects of exis-
tence: global ramifications,
a personal journey. An issue
grabs hold of her, and she
digs deep. The result is that
it’s not didactic work. It’s
not obvious. You have to
make the connections your-
self.”

‘I never really thought
of myself as an artist’

In talking to Smith, it is
clear her personal journey
is an important aspect of her
art. It wasn’t always that
way. Just a few years ago,

the mom of two would never
have referred to herself as
an artist. She and her family
had moved to rural Maine
from Austin, Texas, so her
husband could pursue grad-
uate work in English at the
University of Maine.

“I came to Maine with a
background in landscaping,
then planted myself to where
it seems to snow most of the
year,” she said. “It was a
very difficult adjustment.”

She worked seasonally as
a landscaper in Maine until
one day eight years ago,
when she was nagging her
eldest daughter to work on
her college application
essay.

“She challenged me to do
the same,” Smith, said. “I
had barely touched on col-
lege. I’d started a family. I
made stuff, but I never real-
ly thought of myself as an
artist.”

Smith accepted her
daughter’s challenge and
sent her essay to the Univer-
sity of Maine. When she was
accepted, her first response
was to laugh, assuming
higher education was no
longer in her cards. Then
she decided she might as
well take a drawing course.

“I was certain that it
would be this total flop, and
it wasn’t. It was great. And it
seemed like this was what I
should be doing,” she said.
“I took the math, the sci-
ence, everything, and did it
while I sometimes had two
jobs. It was just a long pro-
cess, but one thing led to
another. I finished the bach-
elor of fine arts. It felt like
that was not a closure — it
was a beginning. Doors were
starting to open I never
thought would open. I mean,
I was in Dover-Foxcroft, dig-
ging in the dirt. I never
thought I’d be sitting here,
sharing my art with people.”

It took her a while, but the
former seasonal landscaper
has finally gotten comfort-
able with the title of artist.
She teaches in the master of
fine art program in interme-
dia at the University of
Maine and is the coordina-
tor of the Lord Hall Gallery
on campus.

“Everything I do now is
associated with the process
of art,” she said. “Most of my
spare time is spent kind of
obsessively thinking about
art. It’s like it has become
art as a life.”

But that doesn’t mean she

has settled into a routine or
that she has stopped looking
for what’s next.

“I kind of have a restless-
ness that’s always surfacing
that helps always push art
in other directions,” Smith
said. “I feel like I’m always
searching for that home,
pushing and searching. Will
this work? Is this the thing?
Is this my home? Is this
where I belong? The person-
ality I have, I guess, is not
quite settled. ... My self-
doubt is as thick as it ever
was, but there’s also this ur-
gency to make whatever the
next thing is.”

Piscuskas said that what-
ever the thing might be, it’s
likely to be worth a look.

“It’s gorgeous work. It’s
really stunning,” she said. “I
hope a lot of people come to
see it, and that she gets to
keep making work for a long
time.”

“The Botany of Sacrifice” is
open through Nov. 25, from
10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Tuesday
through Friday at Waterfall
Arts, 256 High St., Belfast,
Maine. For more informa-
tion, call 338-2222 or visit
the website waterfallarts.
org.
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“It starts with a small bit
of field study. We talk about
where pigs are raised, then
we go into the kill,” said Alt-
man. “A pig is brought up to
the barn, and the whole pro-
cess of eviscerating takes
three to four hours.”

A large black heritage pig
raised up the road will be
used in the class. Some will
watch, and others will roll up
their sleeves and get busy.

“It’s an open barometer to
what people want to take on,”
said Altman.

After the slaughter, “a pig
is put on ice and broken
down.” Instructors will dem-
onstrate American- and Euro-
pean-style cuts and share
whole hog butchery tips. Edu-
cation on hog husbandry and
breeds is revealed over the
weekend.

When not in the barn, stu-
dents will meet in a Deer Isle
kitchen and learn to make
charcuterie. They will get a
handle on dry curing, sausage
making, using offal, smoking
fundamentals and other char-
cuterie topics. The session in-
cludes a festive traditional
butcher’s dinner featuring
wood-fired meats and salad.

The popular course taught
in the past is always packed.

“We have a lot of people
that come back,” said Altman.
“Now that food is so popular,
some want to do this in their
own backyard and see the end
of our food chain.”

The cost for three days is
$350. Sign up by visiting edi-
bleisland.org or call 367-5888.
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been the darlings of the loca-
vore scene. But free-range
bison, feeding on grass high
above the western Maine
lakes and down south on a
1650 farm in Berwick, is qui-
etly making inroads.

Ranchers including the
Colburns and Conor Guptill
of Hackmatack Farm in Ber-
wick are compelled to sustain
this wild species that once
roamed the great plains by
the millions. By increasing
interest in meat, hides and
coveted bison hearts — a deli-
cacy — they are bolstering the
nascent bison market.

This fall the Colburns will
harvest a small portion of
their herd and sell the meat
— a cleaner tasting, lighter
and healthier beef alternative
— from their Waterford
homestead. Customers are al-
ready licking their chops.
They sign up for fresh bison
meat months in advance.
When that runs out, the cou-
ple make sure to have bison
cuts from Wisconsin on hand
to meet demand.

“Every year we get new
customers learning about the
quality of bison meat and
grass fed,” Doretta said. “The
change in the way we eat and
look at food has a good impact
on us.”

Meanwhile, other bison
ranchers, such as Stephen Ho-
bart of Breakneck Ridge Farm
in Abbot, are abandoning
farming buffalo all together.

“Not everybody can do it. It
can be a challenge,” said the
63-year-old, who is retiring
after running a successful
bison business since 2001.

“I am turning away cus-
tomers all the time. My mar-
ket is based on meat,” said
Hobart, who had no problem

selling off his herd to startups
eager to rear the self-sustain-
ing animal.

Pluses aremany,
but so are dangers

Because bison, also known
as buffalo, is not yet a culi-
nary mainstay in Maine, edu-
cation and marketing are
chief among ranchers’ tasks.

For consumers, the bene-
fits of bison meat — loaded
with vitamin B-12, omega 3s
and vitamin D — are many.
Farmers breeding and raising
these woolly, wild, horned
creatures find it “can be a lit-
tle bit risky,” said Doretta,
who keeps a watchful eye and
stays on the other side of the
fence. “You have to know
what you are getting into.”

Hobart was a mentor to the
couple. He shared tips and
tricks learned in the field.
When they took over the busi-
ness, Beech Hill bison were
partially grain fed. Hobart, an

advocate for grass-fed only,
clued them into this healthier
approach, which hinges on
pasture rotation. Beech Hill’s
bison now have access to
seven connected fields.

“We didn’t know anything
about raising animals before
other than cats and dogs,” Do-
retta, an ordained minister,
said. “You go on your gut, you
learn, you listen, you observe.”

Still, intuition and com-
mon sense are the best ways
to avoid agitating these
hoofed animals, which could
kill a human with a thrash of
their giant heads.

The Colburns, who “like
to eat well and share ideas
with people,” take pride in
knowing they are helping
preserve these majestic ani-
mals, considered — like ea-
gles and coyotes — to be sa-
cred by native people.

“We feel like we are part of
the process,” Ted, who gives
tours and talks to the public,
said. “They are a wild animal.

Let’s keep them wild. It’s for
the best.”

By doing so, Ted is continu-
ing his family’s farming tradi-
tion, which stretches back to
1900, when his great-grandfa-
ther and grandfather bought
the rambling, sloped land
with views of the Mahoosuc
Range and turned it into a
dairy farm. Back then butter,
not bison, was the export du
jour. The retired Coast Guard
captain, who remembers
working on the farm as a boy,
never thought he’d be corral-
ling bison here at 68.

“I spent time here in the
summer, milking cows and
fetching eggs,” he recalled.

Down south, 29-year-old
Conor Guptill is fired up
about about bison farming’s
regenerative aspects. The
new buzzword in farming cir-
cles is an evolved form of sus-
tainable farming. And bison,
which roam outside all year,
act as natural fertilizers. They
fit the trend to a T.

“Regenerative farming re-
verses the effects of global
warming by putting carbon
back into the soil,” Guptill
said. “We don’t want to just
maintain the status quo but
improve the landscape.”

Did bison naturally find
their way to Maine? It’s hard
to know.

On Beech Hill Farm’s pas-
tures, jumping bulls and gal-
loping calves of all ages seem
right at home. As the herd
saunters through a corral, one
calfnamedCalisaGracehangs
by the fence. The Colburns,
who started bison farming in
2008, had to bottle feed the calf
because she was abandoned
by her mother this summer.

“She would have starved to
death,” Doretta Colburn said.

Although bison require lit-
tle maintenance, they are out-
side all the time, birth on
their own and are natural for-
agers, the Colburns remain
vigilant. They know who is
the dominant animal in the
herd, and if they need to go
into the pen to break ice-cov-
ered water bowls in the win-
ter, they do it fast. “These are
wild animals, you cannot
make them a pet.”

Although clearly demand-
ing, bison farmers, from
young to seasoned, are in-
trigued by these beasts.

“They are incredible ani-
mals. You don’t pet them,
but they are fascinating —
very intelligent,” Doretta
said. “It’s been an incredible
experience.”

Bison may also represent
an expanding sector for
state agriculture.

“There is a fragile future
for farming in Maine,” Ted
said. “Almost all dairy farms
are gone. There was a time
when New England produced
for itself. With transportation
improvements, it’s tough to
compete. Farms need to find
their own niche.”
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The hobbit holes built by Wooden Wonders in Thorndike range from a small doghouse to an adult-sized structure.

Wonders
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underground cottages for
Forest Gully Farms, a new
business in Tennessee.
The business owners in-
tend to rent them out for
overnight accommoda-
tions, Pillsbury said, add-
ing that they also built a
separate bathroom struc-
ture in a storybook cottage
style. The hobbit holes are
not designed for indoor
plumbing, she said.

“One of the unexpected
pleasures of being in this
business has been the cus-
tomer experience,” Pills-
bury said. “Turns out, the

kind of people who want to
buy a hobbit hole are incred-
ibly kind, pleasant people to
deal with. We’ve had virtu-
ally no problems with our
customers.”

She said that the hobbit
holes are most popular in
California and the Pacific
Northwest, and that they
sell about 150 units in total
each year.

Next up is larger, adult-
scale hobbit holes in which
a 6-foot-tall person can easi-
ly stand up inside.

“I’m pretty excited about
it,” Pillsbury said. “Only a
few people have kids in their
lives, and only a few people
have chickens. This seems
like something that has a
broader potential for use.”

cOurtesy Of wOOden wOnders

One of the hobbit holes built by Wooden Wonders, a family-owned company in Thorndike.
The company ships their rounded playhouses, doghouses and chicken coops around the
country.
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A young female bison, born in June, stands behind and electrified fence at Beech Hill
Farm in Waterford recently. Farm owners Ted and Doretta Coburn’s granddaughter
named it Calisa Grace.

Extension events
set for October

Extension Homemakers
are partners with the Univer-
sity of Maine Cooperative Ex-
tension, which extends adult
education into home and com-
munity in the areas of food
safety, nutrition and health,
gardening, cultural and cre-
ative arts, financial planning
and going green.

Individual groups have
community service projects
for veterans, families in need,
donating to food cupboards,
shelters and fundraising for
various charities.

The Somerset County Ex-
tension Homemakers plan a
“Let’s Eat” program at 7 p.m.
Wednesday, Oct. 21, at the
Methodist Church Fellowship
Hall in Clinton. The program
is open to the public.

For information, contact
the Somerset County exten-
sion office at 474-9622, 1-800-
287-1495 or TDD 1-800-287-8957,
or visit extension.umaine.
edu.

Great Pumpkin
Hunt scheduled

BOOTHBAY — The Great
Pumpkin Hunt will be held
1-3:30 p.m. Saturday, Oct. 24,
at Coastal Maine Botanical
Gardens, 132 Botanical Gar-
dens Drive.

There will be games, con-
tests, activities and prizes,
including a pumpkin carv-
ing contest and a best pump-
kin pie contest.

Children will search for
golden pumpkins, which
will earn their families gift
certificates to purchase a
Thanksgiving meal. Each
child receives a free pump-
kin for Halloween.

Admission is free, but do-
nations to the Boothbay Re-
gion Food Pantry will be ac-
cepted.

Rain date is Sunday, Oct.
25.

‘Fruit explorer’
to discuss apples

BELFAST — Apple expert
John Bunker will share the
history of apples in Maine,
his adventures tracking
down, identifying and pre-
serving rare historic variet-
ies, the renaissance of the
hard cider industry and an
update on the Maine Heri-
tage Orchard he founded in
Unity, 6:30 p.m. Tuesday,
Oct. 20, at Belfast Free Li-
brary, 106 High St.

Attendees may bring fruit
from their own trees for
identification.

Bunker has been farming
in Maine for more than 40
years. Describing himself as
a “fruit explorer,” Bunker
tracks down rare and un-
usual fruit varieties to save
and reintroduce in Maine.

This free presentation is
sponsored by Belfast Free
Library and Belfast Co-op.
For information, call the li-
brary at 338-3884, ext. 10.


