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Boxford —

It's spring-cleaning time at Casa Baird, and no project has quite consumed us like readying the Purple Martin birdhouse.  When we moved to our Boxford home, the previous owner pointed to the elaborate structure atop a high pole and said, “It needs a good cleaning, the Purple Martins are meticulous when choosing their homes.”

The house  — more like a bird mansion — was atop a 30-foot wooden post.  The post was then bolted, in two places, at the bottom to bracing beams on either side.
  “I think if I just unbolt it at the base and hold onto the end, I can pivot the post and house down around the second bolt,” my very strong and very tall husband declared.

And, since I am neither strong nor tall, I deferred, but with lingering doubts.

My husband pulled the bottom bolt and began to lower the post.  For the first two feet the birdhouse made a stately arc ground-ward while my husband held the short end of the post in check. 

It was the last twenty-eight feet that were rather more . . . dramatic.  Gravity kicked in and the bottom of the post whipped up past my husband’s head nearly taking it off.   Meanwhile, the long end came swishing towards me.  I stepped to the side just in time to miss my own decapitation-by-bird-house, and the Purple Martin house met our only recently thawed ground with a shattering explosion of wood.

To be fair, the newly opened birdhouse (the walls sheered off in the crash) was a mess of old bird and wasp nests and general flostam and jetsam of the sky.  No self respecting Purple Martin would land there in that condition and my husband was right to clean it.

He spent the next few weeks carefully restoring it. He repainted it (in two tones to match our house) and purchased new wood to sure it up.  He found special nails to piece it back together that were both weather resistant and small so as not to offend the sensitive Martins.  And he managed to keep the original, asphalt, shingles on the roof so that nary a drop of water would disturb any avian dwellers. It was an enormous effort but finally, this past weekend, it was finished. 

It was raising time. And because it had worked so well when lowering the house, we attempted to lift it up the same way. 

“I'll walk the house up by raising the long end.  You can just pull down on the shorter end and when it's straight, shove in the bolt.”

I was again full of doubts: this was after all the same beam that nearly left our children parentless.

But my husband was confident, and by that I mean obsessed.  We gave it a try. 

“Pull!”  He cried shaking under the strain of pushing the house and long end of the post up while also trying to walk forward.

“It's too heavy.”  I shouted back, literally dangling off the short end with all my weight trying to create the requisite ballast. 

I wanted my husband's long-suffering project to have a happy ending.  I also wanted it over.  So I called our neighbor who is, thankfully, also big and strong. And grunting and groaning, they managed to get the massive edifice into the sky and I quickly shoved in the bolt thus securing it for generations of happy birds.

It wasn't until we'd all congratulated ourselves on surviving with our heads intact, that my husband looked up and noticed that a strip of siding was dangling off.

And it will dangle there forever best I can tell.  This is one spring cleaning project that will not be repeated until someday when we tell a future buyer, “You know, that bird house needs a good cleaning. . .” 

Esther Baird is a writer who lives in Boxford. For ideas, comments or questions please visit her site at: estherbaird.com or email her at: esther@estherbaird.com.
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