

  [image: frn_fig_001]




  

  
SPEAKING ILL OF THE DEAD: Jerks in New England History








   



  
SPEAKING ILL OF THE DEAD: Jerks in New England History





  Matthew P. Mayo




  [image: image]




  Guilford, Connecticut









  



  
[image: image]





  

  

  Copyright © 2013 by Rowman & Littlefield




  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted in writing from the publisher.




  Text design: Sheryl P. Kober




  Project editor: Lauren Szalkiewicz




  Layout artist: Sue Murray




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Mayo, Matthew P.




  Speaking ill of the dead : jerks in New England history / Matthew P. Mayo.




  pages cm




  Includes bibliographical references and index.




  Summary: “The lives of notorious bad guys, perpetrators of mischief, visionary-if misunderstood-thinkers, and other colorful antiheroes, jerks, and evil doers from history all get their due in the short essays featured in these enlightening, informative, books. Speaking Ill of the Dead: Jerks in New England History features twenty short biographies of nefarious characters, from Charles W. Morse, serial monopolist, cheat, liar, and swindler, to Emeline Meaker & Mary Rogers, otherwise known as the Lady Killers”—Provided by publisher.




  ISBN 978-0-7627-7862-1 (pbk.)




  1. New England—History—Anecdotes. 2. New England—Biography—Anecdotes. 3. Outlaws—New England—Biography—Anecdotes. 4. Rogues and vagabonds—New England—Biography—Anecdotes. 5. Criminals—New England—Biography—Anecdotes. I. Title. II. Title: Jerks in New England history.




  F4.6.M28 2013




  974—dc23




  2013019011




  Printed in the United States of America




  Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK




  


  










  For Jennifer and Nessie, who remind me daily that life is anything but jerky.




  “All things truly wicked start from an innocence.”




  —Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast













  Other Globe Pequot Press books by Matthew P. Mayo




  Cowboys, Mountain Men & Grizzly Bears:




  Fifty of the Grittiest Moments in the History of the Wild West




  Bootleggers, Lobstermen & Lumberjacks:




  Fifty of the Grittiest Moments in the History of Hardscrabble New England




  Sourdoughs, Claim Jumpers & Dry Gulchers:




  Fifty of the Grittiest Moments in the History of Frontier Prospecting




  Haunted Old West:




  Phantom Cowboys, Spirit-Filled Saloons, Mystical Mine Camps & Spectral Indians




  Maine Icons:




  Fifty Symbols of the Pine Tree State




  (with Jennifer Smith-Mayo)




  Vermont Icons:




  Fifty Symbols of the Green Mountain State




  (with Jennifer Smith-Mayo)




  New Hampshire Icons:




  Fifty Symbols of the Granite State




  (with Jennifer Smith-Mayo)









  

      

  
Acknowledgments





  My sincere thanks to my editor, Erin Turner, for her help and kindness; to Belfast (Maine) Free Library; Doug Copeley, New Hampshire Historical Society; Nicole Cloutier, Portsmouth (New Hampshire) Public Library; Don Welch, Duxbury (Vermont) Historical Society; Schweitzer, Wikipedia; and Heather Moore, US Senate Historical Office.




  My thanks, also, to New England and her hardworking people—stalwart, steadfast, and true (and who don’t suffer jerks gladly); to my parents, Gayla and Bill Mayo, proud dairy farmers and native New Englanders; to my brother, Jeffrey, for having a great built-in jerk-meter (and to Jen, for putting up with him!); to my in-laws, Rose Mary and David Smith, for being so kind, so fun, and so strong; to my sis, Charity, fellow hermit!; to Gert and Larry Burdick, salt of the earth; to Nessie and Guy, for stepping out; and to the Royers and Pezzanis, who always know where Uncle Matt is.




  I also thank all the jerks working daily to ensure people like me have stuff to write about for a long time to come. Keep it up!




  Most of all, I thank my wife, Jennifer Smith-Mayo, for conducting all the historical image research and procurement for my books (and so much more!). And for her ceaseless patience, good humor, and warm smiles. You’re a wonder. Hmm, how about some turkey jerky?









  

      

  
Introduction





  According to the New Oxford American Dictionary, a jerk is defined as “a contemptibly obnoxious person.” But that, I have found, is a barely adequate starting point. True jerks deserve more robust epithets. How about scoundrel, villain, rogue, rascal, weasel, snake, snake in the grass, miscreant, good-for-nothing, reprobate, lowlife, creep, no-goodnik, scamp, scalawag, beast, rat, rat fink, louse, swine, dog, skunk, heel, slimeball, S.O.B., scumbag, scumbucket, scuzzball, scuzzbag, dirtbag, sleazeball, sleazebag, hound, cad, blackguard, knave, varlet, whoreson . . . okay, now we’re cooking!




  Call a jerk what we will, but at the end of the day, when history’s details are scratched in the dirt, chipped in stone, scrawled on paper, or typed on a screen for all to read, “jerk” is still the best name for people who do bad things to others. Having said that, the term jerk is largely dependent on perspective. One man’s jerk is another man’s born leader, financial wizard, or ingenious inventor.




  Let’s face it: The world is filled to brimming with foul folk performing all manner of pernicious deeds and malicious undertakings. As one of the oldest settled regions in the United States, New England has had more than its share of insipid punks bent on performing nefarious deeds and naughty high jinks. And they’re doing so in an effort to further their own ends and line their own pockets, usually at the expense of others—quite frequently those near and dear to them.




  Given its age, New England’s historic capacity for aberrant behavior is large, long, and legion. People whose clans proudly claim deep Yankee roots should also consider that if they look up into the gnarled limbs of the family tree, they’ll see a number of jerks swinging from branch to branch, shrieking and gibbering and glowering for all eternity.




  This book is packed with folks in New England who couldn’t figure out how to stay on the straight and narrow, or more to the point, chose not to. No matter the excuses—war, insanity, psychosis, revenge, perceived self-defense, peer pressure, politics, or nature’s wrath—jerk-like behavior is inexcusable, but frequently complex and always fascinating.




  As with so much in life, the lives of these so-called jerks are rarely cut-and-dried. Some of them appear to have been born rotten (Seth Wyman, inveterate lifelong thief!), whereas others seemed to slowly don the mantle of scoundrel over time, and often through circumstance (Judge John Pickering, insane and drunk on the bench!).




  While working on the book, it was important for me to keep in mind that much of the jerk-like behavior was, in the context of the times in which it took place, frequently seen as acceptable. But a jerk is a jerk, and I had no trouble calling someone on his or her offenses.




  My reasoning was simple: People, especially adults, should have a sense of right and wrong, and the ability to differentiate between them. They should know, for instance, that pressing a man to death with stones isn’t likely to get him to confess to witchcraft. Nor is it likely to result in anything other than a painful death and a messy job of cleaning up. Yet the puritanical brain trust running the Salem Witch Trials opted to crush poor Giles Corey to death. (He didn’t crack, by the way. . . . Well, not mentally.)




  Likewise, rational people should know that repeated and concerted efforts at diplomacy between a handful of leaders nearly always work better in the long run than a drawn-out, costly war in which hundreds of homes burn and thousands of people die. Yet Josiah Winslow and Metacomet couldn’t quite find enough common ground to strike a deal for renewed peace, however rocky it might have been. The result of their pigheadedness? King Philip’s War, the bloodiest, costliest war ever fought on New England soil.




  In writing this book, I have come to learn that merely being well intentioned doesn’t excuse one for being a jerk. Plenty of people believe they are doing good, but in fact they are acting as Beelzebub’s right-hand helper. Just because they don’t know the difference doesn’t mean they aren’t devilish.




  Speaking of oblivious baddies, I exercised a bit of authorial license in making Mother Nature a jerk. But if anyone, either human or omnipotent entity, is deserving of being taken to task for causing widespread grief and strife throughout New England—more so, in fact, than any other jerk in the book—it is Mother Nature.




  Some jerks are more obvious and therefore easier to label than others—murderers, for example. Within these pages are some of the worst of the worst in New England’s history, vile killers who snuffed out the promising lives of kind, innocent people.




  But there are others who, when viewed through the corrective lenses of time, reveal jerk-like qualities despite obvious positive contributions to society. In considering Lt. Bennett Young and Dr. Henry Perkins, we see that each in his own way believed in the ideals he was spearheading (furthering the Confederate cause and spreading the gospel of the eugenics movement, respectively). And yet their individual actions terrorized innocent people. It is also interesting to note that one grew into his jerkiness, and one grew out of it.




  Likewise, a particularly jerky period or episode can be, if not forgiven, at least somewhat softened by later actions. Consider the aforementioned Lt. Bennett Young of the Confederate States Army. During the Civil War, he led a rebel raid on a sleepy little Vermont town close to the Canadian border. He and his chums robbed its banks and tried to burn the burg to the ground.




  An act of war? Perhaps in his eyes, but from a Vermonter’s perspective, a state that gave more than most to the cause, it was a vicious act of cowardice. And yet, in his later years, Bennett Young went on to become a revered attorney who advocated for the poor and for orphans and was, by all accounts, a noble man who did not drink, smoke, or swear (at least not in front of ladies).




  With this book I worked to provide readers with an overview of several hundred years of New England history as represented by the region’s reprehensibles. I also hoped to define and illuminate the fact that jerks are both born and made, and that even good people can become jerks. And if their episodes of nasty behavior are sufficiently heinous and horrifying, they should be outed.




  As much as possible, the chapters are arranged chronologically by state. However, a number of the jerks profiled performed their misdeeds in more than one New England locale. An ideal case in point: pirates!




  Those scurvy rats plied their pillaging trade all over New England waters (and beyond), but I placed them in the Rhode Island chapter for a number of reasons. Not least among these is the fact that at the height of piracy and privateering in Yankee waters, Little Rhody was a nexus of buccaneer activity. In fact, she benefited greatly in the form of kickbacks, bribes, hush money, and payoffs (some things never change!).




  As a lifelong New Englander (barring a few forays elsewhere on the map), I found analyzing the history of these six states as represented by the foul, the bad, and the jerky to be a fascinating, somewhat voyeuristic, exercise. Writing it I felt as if I were rubbernecking at a highway car wreck. But history has a way of relegating woe and misery to a tolerable, if undiminished, distance as we glide along, oblivious to the fact that we will be that astonishing footnote one day ourselves. It seems, sadly, that there will never be a shortage of jerks. Nor a shortage of people who like to read about them.




  I also found working on this book to be a humbling experience, one in which I said a few times to myself, “Yowza, how many times have I done that? Or that? Or . . . that? I hope I’m not remembered years from now as too much of a jerk.”




  Then I remind myself that though we may well admire the good people in life, it’s the bad ones we remember the most.




  —Matthew P. Mayo




  Autumn 2012
















  CHAPTER 1




  Mother Nature: The Biggest Jerk of All




  I t might seem odd to the reader to paint Mother Nature with the jerk brush when the long pages of New England’s history are filled with human jerks aplenty. But special exception must be made for this most powerful rapscallion who has caused—and continues to incite—no end of heartache and misery worldwide. The six demure colonies of New England, however, have received more than their share of that disheartening walloping, on the coast and far inland, for far longer than people have occupied this place.




  But let’s keep it manageable and consider some of the biggies that have occurred in roughly the time that people have been keeping records: Tropical cyclones, more commonly known as hurricanes, had slammed our land far earlier than when Europeans began taking note of such things as aberrant—and destructive—weather occurrences. Through the wonders of science, we know that hundreds, perhaps thousands, terrorized the New England region in pre-Columbian times, prior to European settlement here in the early seventeenth century.




  Hurricanes? Yep, we have those. . . .




  In 1635, a category 4 to 5 storm that eventually earned the cumbersome but appropriate name of the Great Colonial Hurricane of 1635, unloaded its fury on Narragansett Bay on August 25, killing forty-six-plus people. A storm of that magnitude today would cause massive destruction and deaths due to the increased level of settlement, especially along the coast where millions work and play every day.




  A half century later, in 1683—once again in late August—Connecticut felt the hammer blows of a mighty hurricane. A decade after that, in late October of 1693, flooding from another hurricane was so extensive that new coastal inlets formed and others disappeared. A dozen or more significant storms hit in the eighteenth century, and the nineteenth century saw twice that many of note.




  Among them was the Storm of October 1804, an unusual blow that, though still technically a hurricane, dropped three feet of snow and killed nine people, leaving eastern Massachusetts the hardest hit region in New England. The next year, a hurricane pummeled Cuba, then traveled north and made its next landfall in the region that would become the state of Maine.




  On September 23–24, 1815, what quickly became known as the Great September Gale of 1815 drove hard into New England, conjuring up an eleven-foot storm surge. Once again Rhode Island’s much-savaged Narragansett Bay found itself the conduit as the storm rolled in, killing forty people. In addition, five hundred houses and thirty-five ships were destroyed, and the city of Providence experienced extensive flooding.




  On October 3, 1841, an extratropical storm, the October Gale of 1841, sliced just eastward of the New England coast, but because of the lateness in the season, it brought with it copious amounts of snow and sleet, of which Connecticut received the brunt: Eighteen inches of the white stuff fell. Wind ripped apart houses and drove boats ashore, and New England fishermen caught at sea off Georges Bank were doomed: Eighty-one New England fishermen drowned. At the century’s halfway mark, in early October 1849, a brutal storm made landfall in Massachusetts, killing 143 people.




  The twentieth century was even more unkind to New England: Roughly thirty major hurricanes of note ruffled Yankee feathers. Of them, the southern New England coastal states—Rhode Island, Connecticut, and Massachusetts—were most often the hardest hit, particularly in August of 1904, in July of 1916, and again in August of 1924.




  Less frequently, though with no less severity, storms made their way inland. In November 1927, a particularly violent storm loosed torrential rains and snow far into Vermont’s Green Mountains, where the death toll hit eighty-four, as opposed to one death in Rhode Island.




  A storm by which many others continue to be judged, the New England Hurricane of 1938, rolled up the coast in September as a category 3 storm, though in Connecticut, Rhode Island, and Massachusetts, winds reached category 5 in strength. The Blue Hill Observatory in Massachusetts recorded a gust of 186 mph just before the device expired in the line of duty.




  Still considered the worst storm of its kind in modern history, the Hurricane of ’38 killed seven hundred people, six hundred of them in New England—and most of those deaths occurred in little Rhode Island. It has become somewhat fashionable in recent years to label a particularly devastating blow as a “perfect storm,” but the Hurricane of 1938 qualifies like few others. It is known by a number of names including the Great New England Hurricane, Yankee Clipper, the Great Hurricane, and most suitably the Hurricane of the Century—all are fitting.




  The first major hurricane to strike New England full-on in nearly the seventy years since the previous big blow (the Saxby Gale from 1869), the 1938 hurricane began humbly early in the month of September 1938, off the Cape Verde Islands, off the west African coast. Within days it formed into a category 5 storm, and by the time it lurched up the East Coast of the United States and made its initial landfall at Long Island, New York, on September 21, it had settled in at a deadly category 3.




  As with numerous previous storms, Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay proved especially hard hit by this hurricane. The bay’s peculiar funnel shape allows storm surges to compound in intensity. In 1938, this unfortunate geographic attribute, coupled with unusually high tides due to a full moon, drove the already high waters sixteen feet higher than the high-tide level.




  Given that the storm was a relatively recent occurrence, many New Englanders alive today recall the horrifying event with clarity. Many others had friends and family who were alive then. One well-remembered man, Walter Eberle, could easily have been forgiven if on September 21, 1938, he had decided to shirk his duty and not report for work as assistant lighthouse keeper of Whale Rock Lighthouse on Rhode Island’s Narragansett Bay. But he was not the sort to do so, especially not with six kids and a wife. If only he had known what was coming, but no one did.




  And more is the pity, for on that quiet, early fall afternoon, with sudden, hellish vengeance, Mother Nature ravaged the coast of Rhode Island. Eberle reported for work the night before, and in the morning, the seventy-three-foot-tall Whale Rock Lighthouse was gone—nowhere to be seen. The only thing left was a raw concrete nub where the structure had stood. Of Eberle’s fate, there would be no sign until, in recent years, remains of the Whale Rock light were located at the bottom of the bay.




  Just up the bay, a wave slammed broadside into a school bus carrying eight kids. The driver herded the kids out a window and onto the bus, and then another wave dragged them off. Only one boy and the driver survived.




  It was a rare structure, be it lighthouse or beach house, that could withstand the constant, relentless pounding the storm delivered. Rhode Island’s coastline was a much-changed thing following the storm. Entire beachside communities were washed away, and many coastal homes were dragged out to sea with their inhabitants still inside.




  Each of the forty homes on the finger of land called Napa-tree Point, off Little Narragansett Bay, completely washed away. Following the storm, no sign of the little settlement remained. It was not rebuilt, and today it is a wildlife sanctuary. One home in Charlestown, Rhode Island, was picked up off its foundation and dropped onto the other side of the road, where it remained, inhabited, until it was torn down in the summer of 2011.




  In Providence, a city in which much of the downtown is built on pilings, motorists were stranded, trapped in their cars during the mad rush to get out of the city—and then thirteen-foot flood tides barreled into the sea-level downtown, drowning many where they sat.




  The storm, so powerful that its impact was recorded on seismographs in California, had been tracked and monitored for eleven days, and for much of the time it seemed to meteorologists that it would give New England nothing more than a glancing blow. But at the last minute, it shifted course and slammed into Long Island.




  All told, seven hundred people died in the storm, six hundred of them in New England, with one hundred of them from the town of Westerly, Rhode Island. The storm system itself measured roughly five hundred miles in width, with an eye fifty miles across. Winds from the storm were clocked at the Blue Hill Observatory in Milton, Massachusetts, at 186 mph for one gust, while a sustained gust lasting five minutes held at 121 mph. Only one of several wind instruments remained standing to record what became the second-highest wind speeds ever recorded on earth. The Hurricane of ’38 is remembered now as one of the three most devastating storms to hit New England since record keeping began.




  A number of violent storms tracked through New England in the coming decades, among them Hurricane Carol in 1954, which left sixty dead. Hurricane Edna, just two weeks later, lashed Cape Cod and Martha’s Vineyard, and then caromed out to sea before making landfall again in Maine, where it continued to cause severe damage.




  In 1985, Hurricane Gloria, though a category 1 storm, nonetheless left widespread wind damage, among the worst since 1938, especially to New England’s vast forests. In August 1991, Hurricane Bob whipped up tidal surges ten feet higher than normal, and wind gusts throughout the region topped 150 mph.




  Now, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, New England has already experienced nearly two dozen tropical storms of varying degrees, some much worse than others. The most notable thus far, especially given its rare utter devastation inland, was Hurricane Irene on August 28, 2011. Though it weakened into a tropical storm as it hit land, Irene still managed to pummel New England with brutally high wind and torrential rain that resulted in widespread flash flooding.
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  Vermont and New Hampshire suffered heavy property damage, and a number of historic structures, most notably covered bridges, were severely damaged or destroyed. Of the sixteen deaths caused by the storm throughout New England, ten of them were in Connecticut.




  And then there’s 2012’s Hurricane Sandy, which was commonly referred to in the media as “Frankenstorm” because, as it drew closer to the northeastern coast of the United States, it combined with two other opposing pressure systems. The result was a massive system, one thousand miles wide and so slow moving that it took more than a week for its effects to vacate the premises. Though New England, particularly southern coastal New England, was lambasted by Sandy, the biggest, longest-lasting devastation was to coastal New Jersey and New York, with a death toll of 185 and damages estimated at more than $50 billion.




  But wait! Those were merely the hurricanes. . . .




  It’s a Nor’easter, by gum!




  New England has long been the recipient of what the old farmers and old salts call a nor’easter. These nasty tempests occur when warm Gulf Stream waters heading northward collide with polar cold-air-mass winds traveling southward. Nor’easters are quite similar to hurricanes, though since they occur primarily in the autumn and winter months, they are more associated with heavy snowfall, flooding, and severe winds.




  An ideal example of such a weather event is the Great White Hurricane, a four-day storm lasting March 11–14, 1888, during which fifty inches of snow fell over much of New England, most heavily in Connecticut and Massachusetts. The chilly crystals were backed with 50 mph winds from the northeast that stiffened into fifty-foot-high drifts.




  Alternately known as the Great Blizzard of 1888, it has earned the distinction of being one of the most famous snowstorms in recorded US history, notably for its broad swath of destruction that ran from Chesapeake Bay up through New England and well into Canada’s Maritimes.




  One of the storm’s claims to fame is the fact that it took place when New England was just waking up, stretching its arms wide and welcoming springtime after a particularly long and cold winter. Farm pastures were taking on a green hue, temperatures were rising into the low seventies, early flowers around farmhouse foundations were blooming, and leaves on trees were budding—a most welcome sign that spring was in the air throughout New England.




  In Boston and other cities throughout the Northeast, people froze to death in their apartments for want of coal, while on the streets people who had ventured out into the storm for food or fuel were caught unawares and succumbed to bone-numbing temperatures. Bodies were found for weeks after the storm abated, seized in the rictus of death in alleys and doorways into which the unfortunates had crawled to get out of the biting wind and snow. Hundreds of people were stranded for days in above-ground trains in cities throughout the Northeast.




  Though such occurrences were found to have happened most often in cities, the countryside, too, offered up its share of misfortune when the snows melted. Despite his wife’s protests, one Massachusetts farmer went out into the maw of the raging storm to check on his stock in the barn, hundreds of feet away across the dooryard. His wife waited in vain for more than a day for his return, all the while the storm continued to hammer the house’s shutters, clog the chimney, and peel shingles from the roof.




  She prayed he had made it to the barn and had decided it would be more prudent to wait out the storm there, with the warm animals. But when the storm finally lessened enough in intensity for her to check, she found he was not in the barn. Where could he be?




  It was another week before the massive, thirty-foot drift between the house and barn melted enough to slowly reveal the horrible truth. There were her husband’s well-worn boots, then his legs. The rest of him slowly emerged as she pawed at the snow barehanded, crying and shouting against the inevitable. But his body was stiff and blue, and when she cleared the snow from his blue-black cheeks and forehead, his eyes were open wide, and his mouth, still packed with snow, was pulled wide in terror. He had never made it to the barn, but had frozen to death mere strides from the house. The farm animals were fine, if hungry.




  Though coastal New Hampshire and Maine received lesser amounts of snow, the storm’s damage there was nonetheless significant. The sudden drop in temperatures, at or near zero for days, combined with record snowfall driven at right angles by 80 mph winds meant visibility on land, and notably at sea, had dropped to near zero. Up and down the New England coastline, more than two hundred ships had grounded and wrecked in the storm’s deadly grip. Half that number of sailors succumbed to the tempest-tossed sea. For months afterward, beachcombers found debris from wrecked schooners whose captains had had no option but to try to ride out the storm at sea.




  Unfortunately for a number of them, they were unwittingly stuck in the shipping lanes, unable to navigate or know what direction they were headed. Ships collided with each other, and all hands were lost in terrible final moments with no warning but the too-late sounds of snapping timbers and cracking planking. The screams of the sailors were carried away on the hard, cold winds.




  All told, four hundred people lost their lives in the Great Blizzard of 1888, half of them dying in New York City. Other cities mightily affected included Philadelphia, Boston, and Providence. Oddly, it was this storm that helped persuade officials in a number of affected cities that commuter trains and the dangerous sagging power lines, weighed down by ice and snow, should run underground. And in 1897, Boston became the first city in the United States to unveil an underground subway system.




  The Portland Gale was another nor’easter that seemed to well up out of nowhere and hit coastal New England hard on November 26, 1898. Sinking 150 boats and killing 400 people, this vicious blow took its name for the side-wheel steamship the Portland, which fought to stay afloat and not turn broadside to the massive swells once its boilers went out. It collided with the schooner Addie E. Snow, and then both vessels sank. All 192 people aboard the Portland were lost, and only 36 bodies washed ashore. The wreck of the great steamship wasn’t found until 2002, seven miles off the tip of Cape Cod; a quarter mile away lay the wreck of the Addie E. Snow.




  Another particularly vicious nor’easter, the Halloween Storm of 1991, or what has been dubbed, in book and film, as the Perfect Storm, took place at the tail end of October of that year. Massachusetts received the heaviest damage from nature’s vicious salvo, though its reach was felt from Puerto Rico all the way to Canada. Thirteen people died in the storm, one hundred homes in Massachusetts were destroyed, or nearly so, and further up the coast, off Nova Scotia, a one-hundred-foot wave was recorded. Six fishermen aboard the fishing boat Andrea Gail, out of Gloucester, Massachusetts, were lost at sea. Damage throughout New England and beyond totaled more than $200 million.




  Don’t forget volcanoes!




  And then there was 1816, the year that summer never came. Literally. Folks who lived through it called it “1800-and-froze-to-death” for good reason. And it all began with a volcanic eruption in the East Indies in April the year before. The volcano, Mount Tambora, erupted in tremendous fashion—the largest in recorded history—spewing ash and sulfuric acid high into the stratosphere. It was the largest such eruption in 1,300 years. Worldwide, the eruption and its aftermath killed more than seventy thousand people.




  How could this so dramatically affect weather in New England—which was thousands of miles away—the following year? In short, wind currents. But it took some time.




  In 1816, New England experienced killing frosts each month of the year. Crops such as corn, which were depended upon for human and farm animal consumption, never got a chance to grow to any significant height before being laid low by another frost. Cattle, poultry, sheep, and pigs starved in record numbers. People developed widespread diseases resulting from malnutrition, and many also starved to death.




  Ninety percent of New England’s much-relied-upon corn crop failed. Farmers were unable to pay their taxes and ended up losing their land and homes. The surviving members of many families simply walked away from their homesteads, unable to feed their stock or themselves.




  New England would eventually recover from the detrimental effects of Mount Tambora’s explosion, but for many it would be too late. Throughout the northern reaches of Vermont, New Hampshire, and what would become Maine, so many people left that entire towns were abandoned—many were never resettled. Some folks headed east to the ocean, settled on the coast, and turned to fishing to support themselves. Still others headed west in search of new, more fruitful regions to settle.




  Given that so many natural episodes of savage intensity have affected New England in a relatively short span of time, it does beg the question: What’s next?













  Chapter 2




  Gov. Josiah Winslow & Metacomet: Warmongers




  D eep within the frozen heart of the Great Swamp, the Narragansetts hunkered within their huts while the bitter December day spit wind-driven snow and ice outside. Canonchet, their sachem, ruminated on the weather, on their current woes, and finally on their security. He secretly doubted their winter home would be sufficient should the fighting come to them.




  Still, the winter home of the tribe was well chosen, sited as it was on a great, five-acre rise that benefited from being surrounded by thick alder growth. Beyond their palisade of upright logs, a forest of bare trees stretched away in all directions, though not thick enough to prevent the gathered warriors from keeping a sharp eye out for the English.




  Metacomet, whom the English called “King Philip,” was sachem of their friends, the Wampanoags. He had angered the whites many times over the years, and in many ways Canon-chet didn’t disagree with him—he, too, wanted the English to leave, to stop stealing land and killing his people. But this time, Metacomet had gone too far, and now the whites were calling the uprising King Philip’s War.




  War between his tribe and the white sachem, Gov. Josiah Winslow, echoed closer to the Great Swamp with each day. Winslow was a hard man to deal with—it seemed he wanted nothing less than death or slavery for all Indians. Did he not know that the Wampanoags, the Narragansett, and all the other tribes were here first, had been here since time began? Winslow was not like his father, Gov. Edward Winslow. He had at least seemed a kind man, willing to listen when Canonchet’s people had something to say, and always he sought peace, for that was what they all wanted. But
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  his son Josiah was filled with anger, and he was blind to kindness. Canonchet suspected that peace to him meant nothing at all.




  So far, the Narragansett had been able to help the Wampanoag’s women, children, and their old ones. But they’d heard recent rumblings that the English did not believe them and did not care that the Narragansetts wished to remain out of the fighting.




  The Narragansett people had no love of the whites, but they had no love of fighting someone else’s war, either—though if Meta-comet’s fight kept on as it had been, Canonchet saw no way to avoid joining him. Perhaps the Narragansett could hold out until springtime. And if he could, perhaps he might avoid having to send his own warriors to their deaths. The English, Canonchet knew, were fierce fighters and had more of the weapons he wished he had.




  Canonchet sighed and closed his eyes. This was wishing for something that would not be. And doing so was a waste of time. He had to go outside, to feel the fresh wind on his face. Sitting much of the day in the warm hut had dulled his senses.




  And at the same moment he parted the thick flaps of deerhide and felt the sting of the cold air, he also heard shouts. They arose from far off, by the wall of logs they had built to keep the English out should a surprise attack come. The shouts from his men, more of them now, grew louder. These were not men to raise their voices without reason.




  Canonchet’s heart beat faster, for he knew what this meant. He rushed toward them, already seeing through the gaps in the logs what he had long feared, but secretly knew was inevitable. The fight had come to them; finally it had come.




  The next words he heard confirmed his fears.




  “The English! The English have come!”




  As if to leave no doubt, gunfire volleyed from the forest beyond the wall. Shots whistled, plunked into the logs, driving shredded wood and crusted snow into the chill air. Smoke plumed from the weapons of the advancing men, and now Canonchet saw more and more figures appear from the spitting gloom of the storm. The English made cautious but hasty progress as they stomped forward. Knowing they had been seen, they no longer made efforts to keep their presence hidden.




  There were hundreds of English fighters emerging from the trees on all sides of the forest. His people would be surrounded, with little chance to get the children and women to safety.




  Close by, one of his best warriors grunted and grabbed his stomach. He fell backward as if he were tired and needed to sit down for a minute. The man looked up at Canonchet with eyes wide in confusion. He tried to speak but blood dribbled out of his mouth. His hands dropped, and he fell to his side and was still.




  The sounds of the fast-approaching horde and their weapons, combined with the shouts of his warriors and the screams and cries of the women and children just now beginning to realize the danger closing in on them, all rushed in on Canonchet in the time it took to exhale. Canonchet bolted back toward his wigwam, bellowing orders to his people.
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