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  Dedication
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  Looking northeast from Jewell Island toward Cliff Island
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  Introduction




  I first came to Casco Bay when I was three months old. My grandparents owned a summer camp—purchased in 1937—on Chebeague Island. In July 1963, I took my baptismal boat ride to Chebeague. I have no memory of that first trip, of course, but I soon began to look forward to my family’s annual vacations to Casco Bay. Each year, we drove to Maine where my grandparents met us in Portland in the Vega, a twenty-eight-foot wooden boat built by Charlie Gomes of Sebasco Estates in eastern Casco Bay.
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 The Casco Bay Lines’ ferry Maquoit II departs the Maine State Pier in Portland.




  It’s been thirty-three years since I last rode in the Vega, but she will always be my favorite boat. I still remember the throaty rumble of the engine as my grandfather started her up; my excitement when he asked me for the first time to cast off the stern line; the rusted metal exhaust stack, which I was never to touch, next to the steering wheel. My grandfather set up a wooden crate so I could reach the wheel, while he stood behind me with his hands guiding mine. There were benches along either side of the cockpit where we’d sit, the wind blowing in our hair, and my mother hanging on to us kids so we wouldn’t fall overboard. As we’d come around Deer Point, my siblings and I would stare intently ahead for the first view of our camp, white against the gray ledges. Even now, on summer days when a southeast wind blows in from the bay, the scent it carries brings me back to those times on the Vega.




  As I grew older, I became friends with other islanders, both year-round residents and summer people. My brother, sisters, and I took swimming lessons at Division Point and sailing lessons at the boatyard. We rowed a John Small punt into every cove and cranny around Deer Point, as well as Hope and Sand Islands. Afternoons, my dad sailed us in our thirteen-foot boat to picnics on Sand Island. Evenings, we toasted marshmallows over campfires built on the rocks in front of the camp, then snuggled into blankets as the embers glowed and Mom and Dad pointed out the constellations.




  Growing up often means losing reverence for the places and people that were special during childhood, but that has not happened to me with Casco Bay. My knowledge of the bay moved beyond a place of idyllic childhood summers to learning about the remarkable people who live here year-round, and my passion for this place only deepened. In 1999 I finally moved to Maine to be with Laura Trask, who is now my wife. We were married in 2003 at her grandparents’ home on Chebeague Island, where we first met.




  Casco Bay is special because it is a gorgeous place where extraordinary people live. You’ll be hooked by the bay’s beauty, but you’ll want to return again and again because of the warmth and friendliness of its residents. As you’ll discover the first time you visit, it’s not an exuberant friendliness—Mainers are not naturally demonstrative. But if you take the time to get to know them, your effort will be rewarded. Islanders joke about people being “from away,” but if you show an appreciation for this way of life, you will be accepted no matter where you come from.




  I can’t tell you how many times I have heard people say that the communities on these islands are unlike any place else in the country. People take time to get to know one another on the islands. The rhythms of life are still connected to working the land and the sea. The rootedness of island life stands in stark contrast to life in the mainland suburbs, which has become more frenetic and disconnected.
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  In a seaside meadow, wild mustard flowers glow against a foggy backdrop.




 

  The intimacy of island life is due partly to size. Peaks Island, for example––the bay’s most populated unbridged island—has eight hundred fifty year-round residents. That means everyone knows everyone else, an intimacy that can lead to the kind of gossip and quarrels that occur in any small community. It also means that islanders look out for each other, that when someone is in trouble, islanders drop everything to help out. When there is a problem, islanders get together to solve it.




  The togetherness of island life is also due, in part, to how you reach an island. On the mainland, everyone gets into a car and drives to work separately. On an island, everyone gets on the same ferry. They can sit and chat and catch up on the lives of their neighbors in a daily ritual that has no parallel on the mainland. If you really want to learn about an island, hang around the ferry wharf. As it has been since the nineteenth century, meeting the ferry is the focal point of an island day. In the summer, kids swim near the wharf and people fish from it, store owners drive down to pick up supplies, islanders meet guests, and commuters return home from work.






  Island life isn’t perfect. There’s no such thing as convenience; bad weather occasionally means canceled boats. And the winters can get very long; by March, islanders get a little stir-crazy if they haven’t been able to take an off-island vacation. Yet the inconveniences are worth it. After just one visit, you’ll be forever imbued with the spirit of the people and these islands. The friends you make here will last a lifetime.




  It would certainly take a lifetime to explore all the coves, harbors, peninsulas, and islands between Cape Elizabeth and Cape Small. After forty-three years of coming to the bay, I was amazed at how many new places I discovered while doing research for this book.




  Unless you view this region from the air, it is difficult to get a sense of the entire bay and its more than 220 islands. Several mainland locations offer visitors an excellent introduction to Casco Bay, however, so I start this tour with stops at Two Lights State Park at Dyer Point (page 14), at Fort Williams, where Portland Head Light is located (page 17), and at the Old Port district in Portland (page 20). All have been important in the history of Casco Bay, and the two lighthouse sites also happen to be among the most beautiful places in Maine; thus, I believe it is important to include them in this guidebook. Scenic Cape Small (page 74) marks the northeast end of the bay. So take in the bigger picture with these mainland excursions in addition to sampling the unique pleasures of the individual islands.




  From Fort Williams Park you can see Two Lights State Park in Cape Elizabeth and Peaks, Long, Chebeague, Cliff, and Jewell Islands. With good binoculars you can even discern Cape Small, about twenty miles to the east.
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  Pirate treasure—an iron kettle filled with gold and silver—was buried in the Punch Bowl on Jewell Island, according to legend.




  Portland’s Old Port is where most visitors will begin their journeys to the Casco Bay islands. From ferries to schooners, duck boats to water taxis, there are a variety of ways to see Casco Bay, all of which are based just off Portland’s Commercial Street. An added advantage is that Portland is a popular tourist destination offering abundant amenities. If you’re new to the area, you might want to make it your base of operations.




  By suggesting that you start on the mainland, I don’t mean to imply that this is the only way to see Casco Bay. You can begin your tour at Two Lights State Park, at the Cape Small Beaches, or at any point in between. And if you are already familiar with the bay, I hope this book will help you discover more of its singular appeal. Indeed, every time I go to these extraordinary islands, I learn something new.
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  Ducks at sunrise on the bay near Mackworth Island




  
Tips for Visiting the Islands





  A trip to one of the Casco Bay islands can be a magical experience. These island communities continue a way of life that has all but vanished from the rest of the country. In order to support the year-round communities on the settled islands and preserve the fragile ecosystems on the uninhabited ones, visitors should be respectful. Observe a few simple courtesies, and residents will be appreciative.




  Visiting an island is quite different from an excursion on the mainland. A few islands have overnight accommodations, but many of them do not. That means, check ferry departure times carefully so you don’t end up stranded. There are few public restrooms, so be sure to use the facilities on the ferry boats before disembarking.




  Peaks is the only island to which you can easily bring an automobile, but residents would encourage you to walk or cycle instead. Bicycles are the best form of transportation for the other islands, too (except where noted). There are no street signs on most of the islands, so obtaining a detailed map of the island you plan to visit will be helpful. Map Adventures (www.mapadventures.com), run by a Peaks Island couple, publishes an outstanding coastal map, Maine Coast by Foot, Bike or Car (which includes several of the islands in this book), and a separate Peaks Island map. Delorme (www.delorme.com or 207-846-7000) also offers a coastal map. A bay-wide phone book includes detailed maps of six islands (write Astra Publishing, P.O. Box 78, Peaks Island, ME 04108). You can get copies of maps of the six islands served by Casco Bay Lines at the ticket window, and most island stores also sell local maps.
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 A kayaker camps on Jewell Island. Kayaking is one of several ways to explore the Casco Bay islands.




 When you hike on the islands, keep an eye out for poison ivy, one of the more common plants on the Casco Bay landscape. As is true throughout New England, Lyme disease is endemic in southern Maine, and suitable precautions against ticks should be taken. The browntail moth caterpillar is another island pest. During June and July, the caterpillar sheds its skin several times. The caterpillar’s hairs, which break off and float in the breeze, can cause a skin rash similar to poison ivy in susceptible individuals. For tips on protecting yourself, visit the Maine Department of Conservation Web site at www.maine.gov/doc/mfs/btm2.htm.
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