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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Most people who know of the northeaster of February 17–18, 1952, will likely associate it with the loss of the SS Pendleton and the SS Fort Mercer. These two large ships had been sailing northward to New England when the storm overtook them. Tankers the size of football fields, they were running late thanks to ragged seas with sixty-foot waves and gale winds of eighty miles an hour. On the morning of February 18, the second day of the storm, each ship cracked in two and floundered twenty miles apart off Cape Cod. The stories of their rescues and losses have made coast guard history. A film, The Finest Hours, tells the heroic tale of the SS Pendleton.

In The Story of Civilization, Will Durant wrote that “Civilization is a stream with banks. The stream is sometimes filled with blood from people killing, stealing, shouting and doing the things historians usually record, while on the banks, unnoticed, people build homes, make love, raise children, sing songs, write poetry… The story of civilization is the story of what happened on the banks.”

This book is also a story of what happened on the banks during one particular storm in 1952. It was far from the most dramatic storm in New England’s history. But it’s the drama that happens to ordinary people, to ordinary families, to ordinary towns—stories often not press-worthy—that become footnotes, if not chapters, to that bigger saga of civilization. It’s the stuff novels are most often built from: the commonplace of everyday lives when disrupted. What rises from the chaos deserves remembering.






The wind may blow the snow about,

For all I care, says Jack,

And I don’t mind how cold it grows,

For then the ice won’t crack.

Old folks may shiver all day long,

But I shall never freeze;

What cares a jolly boy like me

For winter days like these?

—“A Country Boy in Winter” by Sarah Orne Jewett








PROLOGUE THE FIRST STORM



Come see the north wind’s masonry.

Out of an unseen quarry evermore

Furnished with tile, the fierce artificer

Curves his white bastions with projected roof

Round every windward stake, or tree, or door.

—“The Snow-Storm” by Ralph Waldo Emerson



It was early on Monday morning, February 11, 1952, that it started snowing hard over the timberlands in northern Maine. Aroostook County, the largest and most sparsely populated, was hit hard, with Portland and smaller towns three hundred miles to the south receiving only cold rain. Northern Maine was a different world to the Maine most summer people knew. Hours from the ocean, its little communities thrived on rivers and lakes, in a world built on potatoes and lumbering. Even the tourists who trekked that far north were of a more rugged mindset. They were canoers and naturalists whose idea of fine dining was trout fried over a riverbank fire, with biscuits baked in a pan nestled on hardwood coals. The lobster was still an alien creature that far north. And nobody born and raised in Aroostook County ever said, “A-yuh, good mawnin’ this mawnin’.” That’s how people who lived in the southern part of the state talked, at least in Hollywood’s version of Maine.

By the time Tuesday dawned to gray skies, thirty inches of snow had fallen in just over twenty-four hours. As town plows went to work and small communities along state highways were digging themselves out, a call for help reached the northern town of Patten. It was made using a portable telephone connected to a line the Diamond Match Company had strung fifteen miles into the forest east of Baxter State Park. Diamond needed wood for its matches and toothpicks, and a telephone line would facilitate communication with workers at the company’s camps. Plodding over snow that had piled shoulder-deep, two lumberjacks on snowshoes had managed to reach the telephone line, fifteen miles from their camp at Second Lake Matagamon. They reported that more than a hundred people, thirty-one horses, and seventeen head of cattle were stranded at three lumber camps operated by Diamond and the Eastern Paper Corporation. The workers had been expecting a truck loaded with their weekly provisions on Tuesday. But then the snows came and blocked the tote road. Now they were marooned in a wilderness of trees. Supplies were running low and the animals were down to their last meal.

While thirty inches of heavy snow would have strained ordinary men and tested modern equipment, it could still be managed in rugged northern Maine. But if a persistent wind got involved the situation could change quickly. Drifting snow can create piles and banks up to eight feet high. Any taller than that and it becomes blowing snow, which is carried higher on the winds and greatly reduces visibility. Even with snow no longer falling, strong gusts of wind can continue to deliver havoc, especially if it’s intent on blowing in one direction for several hours or days. And that’s what the wind did to the freshly fallen snow in northern Maine. It blew over it nonstop for four days.

Now snow blocked the solitary twenty-seven-mile tote road that led into the camps, the last section of which had been given the nickname “Burma Road” by the woodsmen who walked it. No matter how much effort the plow-equipped trucks and a bulldozer affectionately named “Alice” had put into opening the road back up, the blowing snow refilled it. According to some reports, the drifts were fifteen to twenty feet high.

As was customary with the operation of a lumber camp, the workers had gone to the camps and settled in before the winter snows came. With them were six women, some accompanying their husbands and bringing small children. They would cook for the operations all winter as the men cut timber for their employers. The crews wouldn’t come back out until the spring thaw. That crude tote road kept them supplied weekly when a company truck rumbled in with crates of eggs, fifty-pound bags of flour, burlap sacks of potatoes, coffee, powdered milk, canned vegetables, pounds of beef, and boxes of frozen fish. They also brought hay and grain for the animals. But now all entry to the camps had become blocked since Tuesday. No fresh supplies had been delivered for a week. A few more days and the situation would become serious. Even hunting for deer or rabbits in blowing snow was near impossible. And the work animals were down to their last bales of hay and already feeling the strains of hunger.

An emergency call went out to the small municipal airport in Millinocket, thirty miles below Patten and sixty miles south of the Diamond woods camp at Second Lake Matagamon. Three bush pilots immediately fueled their small planes that were already equipped with wide wooden skis for the season. These were experienced men, accustomed to landing on snow-packed terrain during the worst weather and the poorest visibility. Their rescue plan was christened Operation Snowbound. Those stranded workers in the three remote camps would soon hear a plane’s engine buzzing above the clouds of swirling snow.

The first pilot banked his Cessna near the larger camp operated by the Diamond Match Company. Swooping as low as he dared above the blowing gusts, he dropped a side of beef and watched it spiral down into a snowbank below. A second plane dropped more food, and a third hay and grain for the horses and cattle. Over the next two days, these veteran pilots managed to land on nearby lakes and ponds, and on makeshift runways packed down by lumberjacks wearing snowshoes. With them, they brought supplies that couldn’t be dropped from the air.

The hours wore on and still the wind blew snow into towering drifts. That one road out of the deep woods remained blocked. By the time Friday night rolled around the workers and animals had not been rescued. While they had enough food for the time being, the situation looked grim. The U.S. Weather Bureau down in Portland was now predicting “a fairly heavy northeaster” to begin Sunday morning and be over by Tuesday. This forecast again targeted northern Maine, troublesome news for the lumber camps. People who lived and worked in nature had learned long ago that nothing is certain when storms appear on the horizon. Placing a bet on any weather forecast could be gambling with lives. What if the storm lasted longer, and again brought blowing snow? Time was now of the essence. The plow trucks had been steadily working, whittling away at snow that the wind tossed back onto the road once a plow had passed. The drifts now towered twenty feet in the less sheltered stretches.

On Saturday morning the sun was shining. The wind curled back into the woods and lay dormant. Just as talk began of evacuating the women and children by airlift, word came that the truck plows and Alice the bulldozer had broken through. The tote road to the two Diamond camps was now open. At the sight of an approaching truck, the first one that camp workers had seen in almost two weeks, joyful shouts welcomed the drivers. Rescue vehicles from Patten were following the plows. The women and children climbed into warm automobiles. Lumberjacks rode on plows or jumped onto the backs of pickup trucks. Many of them walked, their red-and-black woolen jackets an undulating ribbon against the banks of white snow. Horses and cattle labored along behind, while the weaker animals rode on trucks. Orderly and calm, the caravan of humans, animals, and vehicles began its journey out of the woods. Patten, the nearest town, was thirty miles away.

This snowstorm, with its blizzard-like conditions, had moved east from the Great Lakes, pushing a warm front ahead of it. It had gone out with a satisfactory ending. But a northeaster was just picking up its power off Cape Hatteras on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. It was moving north along the coastline. Before this incoming storm would be over, three dozen people in New England would be dead, six of them in the state of Maine.1






THE PRINCIPAL PLAYERS

HAZEL TARDIFF, thirty-four, housewife, Bath; expecting her fourth child.

HARLAND DAVIS, thirty, lobster fisherman, Pleasant Point.

JAMES HAIGH, thirty-nine, lobster wholesaler, Portsmouth, New Hampshire.

RAY “SONNY” POMELOW, fifteen, high school student, Brownville.

JAMES MORRILL, thirty, bartender, Brewer.

PETER GODLEY, thirty, shoe factory worker, Brewer.

BILL DWYER, sixty-seven, retired worker and fireman, Bath.

CHARLES VOYER, sixty-three, retired theater worker, South Portland.

GEORGE ASPEY, fifty-six, woolen mill carder, Warren.






PART ONE






FEBRUARY 16, SATURDAY


It was difficult to know this country without having wintered there; for on arriving in summer everything is very pleasant on account of the woods, the beautiful landscapes, and the fine fishing for the many kinds of fish we found there. There are six months of winter in that country.

—Samuel de Champlain’s journal, 1604, regarding Saint Croix Island, Maine



BATH, MAINE: THE CITY OF SHIPS

A year after that winter at Saint Croix Island, Samuel de Champlain sailed from the Gulf of Maine and up the Kennebec River, named by the indigenous Abenaki people to mean “long level water.” In 1781, nearly two centuries after Champlain’s curiosity in the Kennebec, a settlement had developed on the northern end of a long and narrow peninsula. It became incorporated that year and eventually spread out parallel to the river. Fifteen miles inland from the coast, Bath, Maine, settled down to a long history of fishing and shipbuilding, with shipyards dotting the riverbanks. Known for its accessible harbor, many weary sailors appreciated not having to change a ship’s rigging when sailing into Bath’s welcoming port.

A few years before the town would construct buildings designed in the then popular Greek and Italian architecture styles, Bath would know a turbulent and less romantic time. The most violent moment in its history occurred in the summer of 1854 during an uprising of anti-Catholic, anti-immigration, and anti-foreigner sentiment that was sweeping the nation. The American Party was at the vanguard of this unrest. They had been nicknamed the Know Nothing Party since they replied “I know nothing” when questioned.

In Bath it began when an itinerant preacher named John Sayers Orr turned up one day dressed in a white robe and carrying a trumpet that he played on a street corner to attract a gathering. Once people had assembled, the “Angel Gabriel,” as Orr called himself, had the unique ability to transform enough of them into a seething, anti-Catholic mob. He had just succeeded in performing this hateful feat in New York City and Boston. Now he was in Mid-Coast Maine.

On July 6, 1854, on a street corner in Bath, the blasts from John Orr’s trumpet quickly summoned a rapt crowd. Some newspaper reports claimed that its numbers swelled to “over a thousand,” an eighth of the population. Stoked to fury from the Angel Gabriel’s anti-Catholic vitriol, the throng advanced on the Old South Church, on High Street. This house of worship had been constructed in 1805 and was later purchased by Irish Catholics. The rioters hoisted above the belfry an American flag boasting thirty-one stars. Then they set the church on fire. At dawn, with nothing left but crashed rafters and cinders, the lingering mob finally dispersed. Mission accomplished, the Angel Gabriel packed up his trumpet and crossed the ocean to incite more riots in Scotland and later England.2

When talk of the episode finally died down, Bath concentrated again on shipbuilding. In 1884, Bath Iron Works was founded. That shipyard would eventually employ a multitude of local workers for generations to come. The company would build hundreds of wooden and steel ships. It was estimated that during the Second World War, that one yard launched a new ship every seventeen days. The city prospered.

THE TARDIFF FAMILY OF BATH

Hazel Tardiff sifted flour for the biscuits she was making for supper. She added baking powder, salt, shortening, and then poured milk into the mixture. A pot of beans and molasses, with a chunk of salt pork, was already in the oven. Before she cut the rolled dough, she turned on the floor-model radio Phil had put in their kitchen. She often teased him that he had chosen brown to match their wood paneling. She rolled the dial to WPOR in Portland. There were lumberjacks, including women and children, snowed in up north. Hazel knew she wasn’t alone in praying for their safety each night. The local newspapers had been filled with updates, how airplane pilots had dropped food and even hay for the animals. The papers had also predicted that another storm was on the way, this time a northeaster that was expected to again target northern Maine.

Biscuits ready for the oven, Hazel straightened, pressing fingers against her lower back. She was thirty-five years old and this was her fourth pregnancy. It hadn’t been a difficult one so far, but winters were long enough in Maine as it was. Since Christmas her activities had become more and more limited. She was ready for it to be over. Boy or girl didn’t matter, but a boy would make it even. Two girls, two boys. Dr. Virginia Hamilton expected the baby would come sometime within a week. “It could be any day,” she said. “Maybe you should move to town just to be safe.” The Tardiff home, a brick Cape built in 1850, sat four miles north of Bath, near the left bank of the Kennebec River. Scattered with wildflowers each summer, the hayfields surrounding the house were now covered in snow. Their country road, Varney Mill, had to be plowed regularly or the few families who lived out there would be cut off from town. Hazel decided to take it one day at a time.

Hazel Coombs Tardiff didn’t always live in Bath.3 She was born and raised on Isle au Haut, a small island in Penobscot Bay that Champlain declared as “High Island” during his 1604 voyage, a year before he explored the Kennebec. Accessible only by the mailboat from Stonington, a forty-five-minute ride away, the island had never anticipated a large population. Only six miles long and two miles wide, it was content to remain a world apart from the mainland with its fifty Scottish and English families making a living by fishing, farming, and raising sheep. At the end of the 1800s, the census report listed 275 villagers as permanent residents, the Coombs family among them.

Before that century turned, visitors from cities like Boston and New York—the locals called them rusticators—began spending their summers on the island. Later, as a teenager, Hazel had worked as a waitress in the private club at Point Lookout where the wealthy summer people built their cottages. She and the other girls wore a maid’s uniform, a starched full bib apron over a dark blue dress, crisp white hat, and starched white cuffs. That income was needed money. Some mornings the family had only lobster or fish to eat for breakfast. There was one winter when her father, George Coombs, had a nickel left in his trouser pocket when spring finally came.

Born in 1917, Hazel grew up a short distance from Coombs Mountain, named for the first family member to settle on the island. She had gone to a one-room grammar school and attended the community’s one church. For entertainment, there were dances held at the town hall. Hazel loved the island. It had forests thick with conifers where her father, a fisherman, hunted for game to help feed his family. Deer and rabbit were a welcome change from the lobster and cod he took from the sea. There were low-lying hills and even meadows that bordered the forest. Granite boulders that the eons had sculpted into smooth, rounded shapes hugged the coastline. There were cormorants, sleek seals, and loons calling from the hidden coves.

Her friends called her Hazy. She was never lonely as a child and could have stayed there forever. But island kids often dream of a future that can only be found on the mainland. Hazel Coombs wanted to be a nurse. In the autumn of 1932, when she was fourteen, she packed her best clothing and left Isle au Haut. A small steamer called The Daydream was visiting the island by then, but it was reserved for the wealthy rusticators coming to Point Lookout. Hazel rode on the mailboat that came from Stonington. Her uncle was waiting there to drive her down to Portland where she would attend high school. He lived in that city himself and had no children. But he also had no room for his niece. She was promised a bedroom of her own by a well-off Portland family. In return, she would act as nanny to their children when not attending classes. She ended up sleeping in a small cranny off the kitchen with a curtain as her bedroom door.

Going back to Isle au Haut was not an option. Changes had been happening on the island. By the time she graduated from Portland High School in 1935, there were only seventy-five permanent residents left. Hazel packed her diploma into a suitcase, said goodbye to the children she had cared for, and moved up to Bath to live with her sister and attend nursing school. It was her dream come true and it changed the rest of her life. It was there that she met and fell in love with Phillip Tardiff, a welder at Bath Iron Works. He had been admitted to the hospital with pneumonia and was so ill the nurses checked on him often to see if he was still alive. Hazel married him on January 4, 1937.

At five o’clock Hazel took plates down from the cupboard. As she called for her girls to set the supper table, an announcement came over the radio. Word had just arrived that a plow had broken open the tote road to the logging camps that morning, up in the thick woods of Aroostook County. The workers and their animals had been liberated. More automobiles had arrived to help in the rescue and now the procession was almost to the town of Patten. Car horns were tooting, woolen caps were being tossed into the air, and local housewives were dishing up the warm food they had been cooking all day to welcome the haggard ensemble.

“They must be so happy,” said Phyllis, age fourteen, as she laid out the plates. “There were children at the camp, too.”

“And animals,” said Mary Lou. “I wonder if they had any goats.”

Hazel smiled as she took the beans from the oven and slid in the baking sheet of biscuits. A year earlier Mary Lou, now twelve, had rescued a pregnant goat from a barbed wire fence where it had become entangled. When the goat had its babies, Mary Lou found them homes on nearby farms.

“Call your father and brother to come wash up,” Hazel said. She put a bowl of homemade pickle relish on the table, next to the butter dish. Out on the Kennebec River the afternoon skies blended into gray water. Nights came early in February. When Phil and ten-year-old David came in from splitting firewood in the barn, David stood warming his hands over the register. There was nothing like a hardwood fire to take the winter chill off one’s bones. On cold mornings, when the children crawled out of bed for school, they came first to the kitchen and stood over the register’s heat.

Hazel turned off the radio. If she were given one wish, it would be that the baby not come during the night. The drive into town and the hospital worried her. Their nearest neighbors were a quarter mile away. Varney Mill Road was not paved and could be dangerous during the winter months. If rain or wet snow fell on the gravel surface and froze, it became a road made of glass. She could spend a few days with her sister in town as she waited for the baby. It would make Dr. Hamilton happy. Even her parents, May and George Coombs, had finally said goodbye to Isle au Haut and moved to Bath. But Hazel’s place was with Phil and the children, and so far the weather was working in her favor. As the Tardiff family settled into chairs around the kitchen table, Hazel used a pot holder to lift the sheet of hot biscuits from the oven.

JAMES HAIGH, OF PORTSMOUTH

In Portsmouth, New Hampshire, a busy seafood wholesaler named James Haigh made plans to leave after midnight and drive his truck north to Maine where he would meet up with one of his lobster suppliers. At thirty-eight and after years of hard work, Haigh was now self-employed. He had been a loom fixer in the local woolen mill when he and Eleanor Jackson first married. But he missed the smells and sounds of the ocean. Now he was doing what he loved, and his company was thriving.

Jimmy often stored his lobsters in “cars,” wooden crates with slats, in the back channel of the nearby Piscataqua, a twelve-mile tidal river that marked the boundary between Maine and New Hampshire. Those holding boxes kept them alive until he delivered them to local restaurants and grocery retailers such as A&P supermarkets. He and Ellie were running the James B. Haigh Lobster Co. mostly in the kitchen. A large cooker of lobsters would be dumped into the open sink. Even their nine-year-old daughter, Barbara Ann, helped. Jimmy taught her how to remove the meat from the shell without breaking it. That’s how his clients wanted it. The A&P chains bought their lobster in cardboard boxes with plastic lids so that that meat inside was clearly visible.

In the evenings Jimmy Haigh did the bookkeeping, tending to invoices and receipts on the same desk he had built as a high school student. The business was doing well enough that he had hired Earle Sanders to drive the company truck, a red Ford with a boxed-in back. Earle often came home with Jimmy for lunch and was soon like a member of the family. He made truck deliveries to customers and picked up lobsters from their suppliers. Jimmy used his own station wagon, a Ford woody, to make closer deliveries to clients over in Concord. The company expanded when he established contacts with fishermen up in Maine, a state famous for its quality of lobster. Now another load was waiting for him to pick up the next day for Monday’s market.

Haigh decided to drive the truck up to Maine himself. He had plans to meet Harland Davis before dawn. It was one hundred and forty miles north to Thomaston. There he would turn south for another ten miles to Port Clyde where Davis would meet him. They would be in Harland’s thirty-foot boat and on the way to Monhegan Island before six o’clock. It wasn’t the best time of year for trapping lobsters, but Davis had been in touch with fishermen on the island. They were known for lobstering in winter. Their combined catches would fill fifty crates, each one weighing up to a hundred pounds. There was also a wharf with a mechanical hoist at Port Clyde. If all went well, they would load the filled crates from the boat into Jimmy’s insulated truck. He could pay Davis and be on the road back to New Hampshire that afternoon.


HARLAND DAVIS, OF PLEASANT POINT

Harland had known since he was a kid that he wanted to be a lobster fisherman. Like many boys in coastal towns, he was born to several generations of fishermen and sailors. He had grown up with half-round lobster traps, wooden crates, trap lines, and bait barrels. His father was a lobster fisherman. His late grandfather had been a smack man, visiting coastal communities and offshore islands to buy lobsters that he would then sell on the wharf. His great-great-great-grandfather had been a sea captain, and his grandfather had been lost at sea in Indonesia in 1790. Fishing and the sea were in Harland’s blood.

With blondish brown hair and dark blue eyes, Harland Davis had been a popular student at Thomaston High School. He was a member of the glee club for four years, the athletic association for three years, class vice president his junior year, and finally president and class valedictorian his senior year. He did well in public speaking and even had a role in a school play. But there were two things on his mind during that last year of high school: a pretty girl named Mary and lobster fishing. The 1941 Sea Breeze yearbook had teased him about Mary. “There’s a girl in our class, Mary McLain is her name. Being Harland’s ‘sweet heart’ she has gained such fame.”

He had bought Mary a cedar hope chest from a furniture company in nearby Rockland, a beautiful work of art. A hope chest meant they’d be married one day. But that was a decade earlier. A lot of changes had occurred since high school. As often happens with first loves, he and Mary broke up and went their separate ways. On New Year’s Eve in 1942, a year and a half after he graduated high school, Harland married Ethel Stebbins, a free-spirited girl who was also her class’s valedictorian. When Harland and Ethel divorced after a few years, he married Alice French Church in a double ceremony with his sister and her fiancé. It was late December in 1950. They went to New York City on their honeymoon and bought tickets to Guys and Dolls, which had opened a month earlier. Blonde and vivacious, Alice was eight years younger and the mother of a seven-year-old daughter. Now Harland had the added responsibility of being a good father. It was a duty he relished.

The other passion Harland had professed in his senior yearbook came true. He was now a full-time lobster fisherman. In the morning, a buyer from Portsmouth would arrive in Port Clyde before dawn. He had telephoned earlier to say he’d be waiting on the wharf. Harland would pick him up there and they would be on the way to Monhegan Island before the sun rose.

February was not the best time of year for lobster fishing. Many lobstermen lay low from December to April, mending their lines and traps and repainting their buoys. It was not the best time of year for good weather on the water, either. The latest forecast had predicted a storm that would bypass southern and central Maine except for a few inches of snow turning to rain. The ocean might be rough in patches with some minor gusts between Port Clyde and Monhegan Island. But Harland was a seasoned fisherman. Now thirty years old, he had spent much of his life in a boat on the open water. A little bit of wet snow was nothing to worry about.

BROWNVILLE

Fitting perfectly into the center of Maine, the town of Brownville is located a few miles east of what hikers of the Appalachian Trail call the Hundred-Mile Wilderness. It’s the longest and most demanding stretch of the entire trip. Brownville grew over the years on gristmills, clapboard mills, and sawmills, all producing a variety of wood products including carriages, shovel handles, matches, and wooden forks, spoons, and knives for picnics. Wood was the needed ingredient to sustain any of these mills and Maine’s forests were rich with timber. But it wasn’t just wood that built Brownville. That geological area of Maine was also rich in bedrock. The town matured thanks to the impressive slabs of slate and blocks of granite taken from nearby quarries. Iron ore had also been discovered and kept Brownville buzzing for fifty years until it became too expensive to ship. But the wood, the granite, and the iron ore had brought the important railroads to town.4

After World War II, the big steam engines that powered locomotives were slowly being replaced across the country by diesel engines, their steam whistles replaced with air horns. But steam still operated most trains that ran through Maine in the winter of 1952, belching rolls of smoke as they chugged along. These trains and tracks that brought business to Brownville also brought a social structure that fell into place over the years. The engineers used whistles—a mixture of long and short blasts—to communicate with other trains or railway workers in the yard. Whistles blew a warning at every bridge and road crossing as the trains rolled past. The children of Brownville were born and raised to the sound of trains. It was the poetry of the railways. It was the language of its workers, and of the people who welcomed the trains into their towns.

SONNY POMELOW, OF BROWNVILLE

Fifteen-year-old Raymond Pomelow Jr., known as “Sonny” to his family and friends, had begun his freshman year at Brownville Junction High the autumn before. His sister, Louise, was in the last class to graduate from Brownville High before it closed its doors a decade earlier. Now Ray and other high school kids in town attended the impressive school that had been built in nearby Brownville Junction, where the railroads intersected. While many folks in Brownville made good salaries in the 1940s and 1950s working for Great Northern Paper Company, the Canadian Pacific Railway, or the Bangor and Aroostook Railroad, there were others who labored as woodsmen. Or they were employed by the mill that made wooden pegs or shoe shanks for the military.

The Pomelow family was considered among the economically disadvantaged in town. Ray Sr. was known to drink more than the typical man who worked hard on weekdays and then let loose on a Saturday night. Sonny’s mother, Grace, was often gone from home to cook in the lumber camps, especially during the winter months. It was a way for her to help support the family. As a result, Sonny was mostly raised by his sister, Louise. She saw to it that he had clean clothes, food to eat, and attended school. Nine years older and his only sibling, it helped that Louise loved the boy. Even before she graduated from high school Louise was a hard worker, putting in what hours she could at the peg mill. When she married in 1946, Sonny spent a good deal of time at her house. Louise was a positive influence on her little brother.

Born on June 16, 1936, Sonny Pomelow wasn’t a good student. He was a soft-spoken and well-liked boy with average looks. But he was the kind of pupil teachers overlooked in the 1950s so that they could concentrate on the smarter kids. Sonny might have preferred being unnoticed in class. A lot of boys who grew up in mill families saw their own futures there, too. He was more the rule for his economic background than he was the exception. Some of his classmates did pick on him for being slow, as they called it. But his friends accepted Sonny as he was. Some of them even looked out for him.

Despite these setbacks, there had been good childhood memories made on Spring Street where Sonny Pomelow grew up. His house sat next to the high school Louise had attended until it became an elementary school for Brownville. This was the Stickney Hill area also known as Skunk Hollow. The hills on each side of the hollow were owned by a neighbor who didn’t mind when local kids came there to try out their Christmas sleds or toboggans. When sun and wind melted the fresh snow and it froze during a cold spell, it left a hill’s surface hard as crust. The kids flew like rockets down the slopes, sitting atop pieces of cardboard or chunks of discarded linoleum flooring. When the snow was powdery and fresh, they skied down. And then there was always Frog Pond, at the foot of Stickney Hill. It was a perfect place to skate under the stars on a winter’s evening. Or the coves on the Pleasant River until the eight o’clock whistle of the B&A night train was the curfew knell that called them home on school nights.

As with many other American boys, the Boy Scouts might have saved Sonny Pomelow from withdrawing into himself. Shy unless with his trusted friends, he thrived with his local troop. They did community service as they earned their badges and took part in parades and funerals. Now and then they held a musical or a play at the grange hall. Two summers before, fifteen scouts in Troop 111 went camping for four days on Mount Katahdin to complete their emergency training program, which included what to do in case of a nuclear attack.

There was no favorite girl Sonny had his eye on, though there were plenty of pretty ones in his class. Even if he had been popular, as some of the best athletes at Brownville Junction High were, girls weren’t his priority at age fifteen. Cars were. He especially admired the ones in Hot Rod, a monthly magazine published out in California. Sonny and his best friends, Johnny Ekholm and Bobby Williams, would stop by the Rexall drugstore in Brownville Junction to buy the newest issue. The boys were devoted fans of hot-rodding. Girls couldn’t compete with hot rods, at least not yet.

Sometimes they’d sit at the soda fountain and order a sundae or a milkshake if they had the money. Or they’d crowd into the red Naugahyde booths with the tabletop jukebox that played a song for a nickel, six for a quarter. Johnny would turn the pages of the magazine slowly so they could study each picture. They loved it when cartoon character Stroker McGurk, a futuristic-thinking hot-rodder created by cartoonist Tom Medley, drove his 1929 Ford Roadster across the pages. The boys had plans for when they graduated from high school three years down the road. Bobby had even looked up the distance in an atlas. It was over three thousand miles from Maine to California, where the coolest cars and the drag races were.

“If we work summers and pool our money,” Johnny would remind them as he turned pages, “we can do it.”

BAR HARBOR, ON MOUNT DESERT ISLAND

In 1604, during the same voyage that brought Champlain within sight of Isle au Haut, the high island, his ship sailed on north along the Maine coastline. He was acting as navigator for the French nobleman Pierre Dugua de Monts, who had been sent to North America by King Henry IV to “establish the name, power, and authority of the King of France,” as well as “summon the natives to a knowledge of the Christian religion.” And they may as well look for precious metals in the meantime. Leaving the principal expedition to explore the Maine coast in a smaller boat, Champlain cruised past the many islands, coves, and reefs. While the land he saw from the water was forested with pine and firs, he was impressed by the towering cliffs with summits void of trees. He named it L’Île des Monts Déserts: Island of barren mountains.

Three hundred years later, Mount Desert Island was firmly established and had for decades been home to those “rusticators” who would later discover Isle au Haut. The town of Bar Harbor was overrun with mansions filled with Vanderbilts, Fords, Carnegies, Astors, and Morgans. Opulent parties thrown in parlors and aboard yachts commanded their social calendars. Among the wealthy summer residents were Ernesto Fabbri and his brother, Alessandro, both born and raised in Manhattan with moneyed family connections in Italy. Ernesto, who was described as a linguist and world traveler, had married Edith Shepard, the great-granddaughter of Cornelius Vanderbilt. As 1900 brought the country into a new century the couple was busy building Buonriposo, a cottage in Bar Harbor that could claim status as an Italian villa. This was on Eden Street, five miles north of the towering rock promontory named Otter Cliffs that jutted out over the Atlantic Ocean and had once inspired Champlain.

The unmarried Alessandro spent his summers at Buonriposo with his brother and Edith. More scientist than playboy, his passion was wireless telegraphy, the transmission of telegraph signals using radio waves. And there was no better place for radio transmission than at Otter Cliffs. When Great Britain declared war on Germany on August 4, 1914, gossip soon made its way into Maine newspapers that German spies were afoot in the state. With those invisible radio waves in the skies over Bar Harbor, suspicion soon fell on the Fabbri brothers, despite their attempts to quell what they saw as a ridiculous accusation.

When the United States entered the war on April 6, 1917, Alessandro Fabbri saw it as a chance to prove his loyalty to the country of his birth. He bought the land overlooking the ocean at Otter Cliffs and had it cleared at his own expense. He then directed the installation of a superb wireless telegraph station and offered it to the United States government as part of the war effort. In exchange, he wanted a commission in the Naval Reserve and to be made officer in charge of the station. On August 28, 1917, the Otter Cliffs Radio Station went to work receiving and transmitting signals under the charge of then thirty-nine-year-old Ensign Alessandro Fabbri. It was the best location on the East Coast, free of man-made noise and sitting atop an open span of ocean between Maine and the shores of Europe.

ROCKEFELLER’S VISION AT WINTER HARBOR

While the navy considered the Otter Cliffs Radio Station “the most important and most efficient in the world,” the place fell into disrepair after the war ended. Alessandro Fabbri had died in 1922, leaving his vision to weather the coastal storms and harsh Maine winters. By the early 1930s, it had become an eyesore. Driving past the dilapidated sight was unpleasant enough for local residents, but it was more distasteful for the summering millionaires and billionaires. Since the navy had no funds to restore the station, they made a deal with John D. Rockefeller Jr., the financier and philanthropist. Rockefeller already wanted to expand the motor road system on Mount Desert Island. If he agreed to build a new receiving station within a fifty-mile radius, the navy would allow him to widen the road. And the Otter Cliffs site would be donated to Acadia National Park, which Rockefeller was also instrumental in developing. A deal was made.

Five miles across Frenchman Bay from Otter Cliffs was Big Moose Island, at the tip of the Schoodic Peninsula and near the town of Winter Harbor. Rockefeller began plans to build an impressive and expensive complex there that echoed the architecture at his own Maine mansion. The principal building would be château-esque and designed by Grosvenor Atterbury, whose early work included weekend mansions for the wealthy, as well as the elegantly designed Buonriposo. By September 1935 construction was finished and a new navy radio station was officially back in business.

In 1950, the station’s name became the U.S. Naval Radio Station at Winter Harbor. Twin radio towers, steel structures 210 feet high, towered above the grounds. The term “Cold War” was now familiar to American citizens. This new base reported bearings taken from aircraft, surface ships, and transmissions from submarines to the Atlantic Division control center for the Office of Naval Intelligence. With its elaborate structures and landscaped grounds, the Winter Harbor station was a dream come true for any young man lucky enough to be assigned there.

PAUL VINCENT DELANEY, SEAMAN 1ST CLASS

In late 1951, a handsome young sailor from Staten Island ended up stationed at the naval base. Joining the navy had not been Seaman 1st Class Paul Delaney’s idea. It was firmly suggested to him by his parents, his father in particular, that perhaps a stint in the military would give the boy some focus and teach him a bit of discipline in the process. It wasn’t that Paul fell into the scofflaw class. But he had a sense of adventure that his parents didn’t always approve. The Delaneys were strict Catholics who had survived the Great Depression and learned the hard way to be cautious. While Paul had done well in grammar school, his high school years presented a challenge. He wanted to see a world that he knew existed beyond the Staten Island Ferry. Ignoring their classes, he and two buddies lit out for the Mardi Gras in New Orleans. When they returned two weeks later, he was summoned to the principal’s office and expelled.

Having lived through those dark years after the stock market crashed, it was little wonder that the elder Delaneys saw the future differently than their children. With no prospects now in sight for their son, they sat him down one night and suggested he turn his life around before it was too late. His father thought the military might be the answer. Paul V. Delaney enlisted in the navy on October 10, 1950, becoming a Seaman 1st Class, the entry-level rank. He had turned nineteen years old three weeks earlier. He was soon enrolled at Class A Radioman School in San Diego for sixteen weeks.

When the good-looking New Yorker with his dark wavy hair and hazel eyes turned up at the U.S. Naval Radio Station at Winter Harbor, he seemed a good candidate for the commander’s prediction about the young men assigned there. “You will do one of three things while you are here,” the commander told incoming sailors. “Marry one of the local girls, have a car accident, or reenlist.” Paul Delaney looked around at the fancy digs and knew he’d make out fine. He had no intention of a career in the navy, or any other branch of the military. He’d already had a car accident serious enough that the police had come to inform his parents and scare the daylights out of his little sister. And at twenty years old, the last thing on his mind was marriage.

But the local girls were certainly pretty. Paul had met one from Bar Harbor, a shy girl with shiny brown hair. Her name was Mona and he liked the way she smiled. The next day was a Sunday and Paul was off duty for a couple days. So he asked his roommate if he could borrow his car.

“I’ll fill it with gas before I bring it back,” Paul promised.

“Just don’t wreck it,” Jeffrey said, and tossed him the keys.






SATURDAY NIGHT


As night drew on, and, from the crest

Of wooded knolls that ridged the west,

The sun, a snow-blown traveller, sank

From sight beneath the smothering bank,

We piled, with care, our nightly stack

Of wood against the chimney-back,—

Shut in from all the world without,

We sat the clean-winged hearth about,

Content to let the north-wind roar

In baffled rage at pane and door…

—“Snow-Bound: A Winter Idyl” by John Greenleaf Whittier



JAMES MORRILL AND PETER GODLEY

It was a busy night at Cap Morrill’s tavern in Brewer on the outskirts of Bangor. Across the street sprawled the mill owned by the Eastern Paper Corporation. The company had received word a few hours earlier that the lumberjacks cutting timber at their camp up north were no longer marooned in drifts of snow. They were following the Diamond Match Company workers out of the woods to safety. The tavern had steady customers in the local mill workers, beginning at daybreak. Many men stopped in when the night shift ended to have a beer or two before heading home to sleep. The atmosphere in the tavern that night was one of celebration. Behind the bar as usual, Jimmy Morrill kept the drinks coming. He was used to lively Saturday nights. But he had plans to shake off the work week the way he usually did during the winters. He and first cousin Pete Godley had their ice fishing gear packed. They would drive to Branch Lake at daybreak.

Both thirty years old and still bachelors, Jimmy and Pete would throw together some sandwiches in the morning. It used to be that Jimmy’s mother, the English-born Annie Burnett, packed the men a lunch worthy of a work crew when they headed out to fish or go boating. But Annie had passed away the previous year. She and her sister Marion had first visited America in 1912. Their Scottish father, a papermaker, had already emigrated to Brewer because of the large mill there. On that visit to Maine, Annie met Henry Morrill and fell in love. They raised their family in Brewer. Marion returned to England and married John Godley. Their son Peter was born and raised there.

Henry Morrill was already in business when he met Annie Burnett. He had opened a tobacco and cigar business in a three-story building on South Main, across the street from the mill where he had once been employed as a machine tender. Over the years, it grew into a successful drinking establishment. Eventually he and Annie had four sons, Henry Jr., Carleton, Richard, and James, all serving in the military during World War II and all returning safely to Maine. When it came time to expand on the tavern, the sons had gone into the Maine woods, felled the timber, and then milled it themselves. They called the place Cap Morrill’s, since Henry Sr. had been nicknamed “Cap.” When he died in 1947, he left the tavern to his sons.5

The Morrills were a close family, both in business and socially. They lived in a three-story house, the original building for Cap Morrill’s, next door to the present tavern. Jimmy and cousin Peter shared the first floor with Annie until she passed away. Brothers Carleton and Richard—Henry Jr. had left the tavern business to open a service station up the street—lived with their wives on the two upper floors. Hard workers, the Morrill brothers also cut and sold Christmas trees each season. They shared holiday celebrations and family outings. If one brother needed a hand, another brother was just a shout away. When their cousin Peter Godley had arrived from England, he fit into that tight family structure as though he’d been born to it.

Like the Morrill sons, Peter Godley was also a seasoned military veteran. Before he emigrated to the United States, he had served in the British Eighth Army. He ended up in North Africa with the Coldstream Guards, being chased across the desert by Rommel. Many of his comrades didn’t survive. Winter or summer, Pete rarely missed an outing with Jimmy. He had learned that nature brought him a measure of inner peace.

Jimmy had been bartending at Cap Morrill’s since his discharge from the military. These trips had a deeper meaning for him. There were times out on the expanse of lake, surrounded by conifers and blue sky, his lines in the water, that he remembered days when he thought he’d never see Maine again. His regiment had stormed ashore at Utah Beach on June 6, 1944, one of five designated beach landings in northern France. It would become known to the world as D-Day, the largest invasion by sea in history. Both Jimmy and Peter had survived the horrors of World War II. It was a spiritual bond that sealed their friendship, though they rarely spoke of it.

Branch Lake was one of their favorite fishing spots, winter and summer. It was close, too, just a twenty-five-mile drive southeast on Route 1A. The weather forecast for the next day had predicted a few inches of snow in the afternoon, turning to rain. Since they would be taking Peter’s car, a British-made Hillman Minx, a couple inches of snow was no reason for concern. The Minx was like riding in an armored truck. They would bring Laddie, the German shepherd owned by brother Richard but whose affections were shared by everyone. In the morning, when they packed sandwiches, bottles of pop, and homemade pastries, Jimmy would throw in a few raw hot dogs for Laddie.


THE CITY OF BATH

It was a typical Saturday night. Goddard’s Pond at the south end of town was packed with skaters, their voices ringing in the cold air. There had been a full moon a few days earlier and now a waning moon hung in a sky filled with stars. Downtown on Front Street, the huge face of Hallet’s clock kept an eye on customers strolling in and out of Hallet’s Drug Store, as it had for seventy years. The Bath Opera House, with its elegant stained-glass doors, was offering the film Hong Kong, starring Ronald Reagan and Rhonda Fleming. Moviegoers at the Uptown Theater had just come from seeing cowboy star Whip Wilson in Cherokee Uprising.

As usual, Sam’s restaurant on the corner of Middle and Pine streets was packed with diners, most ordering the celebrated rolls made from fresh lobster caught in nearby waters. Sam’s French fries—they were cut from dirt-covered potatoes and thrown unwashed into the hot grease—were professed by locals to be the world’s best. The bar over at the historic Sedgwick Hotel had a busy crowd. Because the hotel sat across the street from the courthouse, many law cases had been settled there over cocktails. This night there was excited talk of the chartered bus that would leave Bath the next day to transport fans to an Ice Follies matinee at the Boston Garden. A half mile away on Water Street, the rowdy bar at the American House Hotel, with its shipyard clientele, was rocking. The few streetwalkers near that establishment were as relieved to get out of the cold wind as they were to be paid for their services.

A weather prediction from WPOR that a northeaster would pass over the next day with a bit of snow and rain was so routine it went unnoticed.

WILLIAM DWYER AND SNOOKY THE CAT

Sixty-seven-year-old Bill Dwyer opened his front door and stared out at snow from the last storm glistening beneath the porch light. He had been a widower ever since Nellie, his second wife, passed away two decades earlier. Bill expected they would spend their last years together, but Nellie died suddenly at the age of forty-nine. His loyal companion now was a yellow cat named Snooky, with matching yellow eyes. Snooky had gone out two hours earlier for his nightly neighborhood prowl. The cat’s paw prints, leading down the porch steps and out into the yard, were still evident in the snow. Bill could usually set his clock by Snooky’s return. After a few bites from a bowl near the kitchen stove, the cat would then curl on the sofa to snooze.

Born, raised, and schooled right there in Bath, Dwyer had held a lot of jobs over the years, all local and all marine-related. Mostly, he had been a riveter in the shipyard at Bath Iron Works. But his passion was his connection to the fire department. Until a few years earlier he had been a trained volunteer for Engine 4, a call man since 1918, stepping in for emergencies. It was during his time with Engine 4 that a call came in for a cat rescue at Cyr’s Market. Bill remembered it was a cold, drizzling day at the end of February, two decades earlier. When the firetruck pulled up to the curb, Mr. Cyr had pointed to the roof of Greenblatt’s Tailor Shop next door. There crouched a terrified calico cat that seemed ready to jump.

“That’s Snooky,” Mrs. Cyr informed the firemen. “She’s expecting kittens any day.”

A cat lover, Bill knew he would be the one to climb the ladder. He hoped a terrified feline wouldn’t fly into his face when he reached for her. Or leap twenty-five feet to the street below, not a good idea in her condition. But when he lifted her from the roof, the cat snuggled against his chest. Cheers went up from the market customers watching down below. The local newspaper printed the story, having a bit of fun with a cat’s reputation for possessing nine lives. “Firemen from Engine 4 are probably responsible for the saving of 45 to 63 lives late Friday afternoon.” Over a decade later, when Bill began feeding a scrawny yellow stray that turned up at his door, he decided to keep it. Nellie would have wanted him to. “You hungry, Snooky?” he asked, as the cat rubbed against his leg. He had always liked that name.

“Come on, yellow cat,” Bill called now. He waited for an answering meow. Instead, the sharp sounds of metal against metal at Bath Iron Works drifted over from where the shipyard sprawled along the riverbank. The third shift would come on at midnight, paid double for losing their weekend. Bill knew the schedule well. His riveting job had kept him there for two decades. But he was a younger man then. Riveting was a demanding, ear-splitting job, but one the crew took pride in. It was an art form now being lost as more and more riveters were replaced with welders. It wasn’t just about money, but speed. Welding was faster and saved time. Bill closed his front door against the nightly chill. He wasn’t worried about the cat. Snooky sometimes met up with unexpected excitement down the street and forgot his curfew. He’d be home soon.

THE TARDIFFS, ON VARNEY MILL ROAD

Hazel Tardiff was working on a dark blue mitten she was knitting for Mary Lou. She had lost count of the mittens already knitted that winter. It seemed that the kids were forever losing one at school or forgetting one on the bus. She hoped to finish this pair before the baby came. The phone rang and Phil answered. It was her mother, May Coombs, calling to ask how Hazel was feeling.

“I might turn up at your door on Monday with my suitcase,” said Hazel. “Dr. Hamilton thinks it’s best for me to stay in town until the baby comes.”

May agreed with the doctor. Sometimes, it seemed to Hazel as if the lives they had all led back on Isle au Haut—the lighthouse, the cormorants at Boom Beach, the sun over Coombs Mountain—were just dream lives. It was all so different on the mainland, with her father now working in the carpentry shop at Bath Iron Works. But with the good things about island life came the bad things.

May Jarney had come to Maine from San Francisco as a sixteen-year-old orphan. She had met and married George Coombs on the mainland in 1907. George then moved his bride to Isle au Haut where they could raise a family. Hazel was their third child. Three years before she was born, her mother gave birth to a stillborn girl. This was a few days before Christmas in 1914. May had borne two children by this time, six-year-old Evelyn and a two-year-old boy. Old enough to remember, Evelyn had listened to her father’s hammer, nail after nail, as he made the baby’s coffin. She had told Hazel about the muffled sobs coming from May’s bedroom as George left with the coffin on his shoulder. Evelyn watched through the window as her father carried the small box down the snow-covered road to Coombs Cemetery. The burial could happen only after the spring thaw. On an island, or on the mainland, things could go wrong with a baby coming.

“We’ll expect you on Monday then,” May said. Hazel had never mentioned that lost baby to her mother. Sometimes, it’s best to let old sorrows lie.

Hazel returned to her knitting. A radio played upstairs and she could hear her girls laughing. David was in his own room catching up on homework for Monday. In a few minutes, before he went to fill the furnace with wood, Phil would call up to them that it was time for lights out. Feeling the baby move now, Hazel placed a hand on her stomach. Phil saw this and smiled. He folded the newspaper he’d been reading and lay it on the coffee table. His stubbed his cigarette in the ashtray.

“It will soon be over,” he said. “Everything will be fine.”

Hazel nodded. She had promised to telephone Virginia Hamilton the minute she felt the first labor pain. The doctor’s number was scrawled on a piece of paper in a kitchen drawer near the wall phone: DR. HAMILTON H13-5171.

“Maybe I won’t take the kids to church in the morning,” Phil said.

He had gone with the children the week before while Hazel stayed at home. Sunday worship posed an added problem in winter. St. Mary’s Catholic Church was still heated by coal. It was built in 1856 as a replacement for the Old South Church that had been burned by the Angel Gabriel’s angry mob of anti-Catholics. St. Mary’s had endured and was now a beloved landmark. But even the most devout believers had learned to bundle up well during the winter months. And then, the state of Maine had been hit with an epidemic of measles. Just that week the newspapers listed Bath as having the second highest number of cases. If one of the Tardiff children became infected, it was likely the other two would as well. And Hazel was coming home soon with a newborn baby.

“We’re supposed to get an inch or two of snow tomorrow,” Phil added.

That it was several miles to town was always a consideration. But Hazel knew her husband was reluctant to leave her alone, even for a couple of hours. Considering the weather and the measles, a Sunday at home was a good idea. On Monday, she would pack a few things and go stay with her parents.

“I doubt the kids will be disappointed over missing church,” Hazel said.

SONNY POMELOW, IN BROWNVILLE

The evening whistle of the B&A train had already called the kids home from skating on the Pleasant River. Sonny Pomelow, skates slung over his shoulder, walked home with his friends. Overhead, the Big Dipper glittered in the night sky. Johnny Ekholm pointed at a bright cluster of stars.

“Orion,” he said. “There’s his belt.”

“It’s cold tonight,” said Sonny. Even wearing gloves, the tips of his fingers tingled. He shoved his hands into his jacket pockets.

“It’s gonna drop below freezing,” Bobby Williams agreed. “But that’s a lot better than below zero.” Some winters they had seen the wind chill factor take the temperature down to forty below. But so far, as the weather pundits had predicted, it was a mild winter for Maine.
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