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The Gut between Pleasant Point and Gay’s Island was swathed in fog as the men were getting ready to go out to haul. She carried her first mug of coffee to the table and placed it carefully next to the stacks of books and the yellow pad already thick with words. The sun hadn’t yet made its appearance, but her mind was already racing with thoughts and bits of dialogue. As she picked up her pen to begin, she smiled at her cat, curled up on the couch and purring like an engine. The sound merged with the first boats leaving the harbor. Her eyes closed as she envisioned similar mornings on Criehaven:




The men were leaving the harbor; and she was up—senses tingling, eyes bright—she grabbed her coat and went out. As the sun rose over the golden rocks of the island, she walked to Sou’west Point to pick berries. The sun made a path of glittering diamonds on the water, the cry of gulls her only orchestra as she strode briskly along. The beauty of the island morning made her throat ache with barely suppressed joy. She knew that to contain this ecstasy would be impossible. She ran back to the house to grab her pad and pen, her fingers itching to capture this glory.


She sat on a high perch of granite ledge, opened her notebook, and began to write. Time dissolved as her pen flew over the pages. She pushed her dark hair off her face and pondered the endless ocean stretched in front of her. She was just fifteen, but she knew with a certainty that took her breath away that she had found her truth, the very essence of life.





The older woman, hair now white and softly curling around her face, opened her eyes and took a sip of coffee. She picked up her pen as she took one more glance out the window. The boats had all gone now, and the sun was dancing on the water. A lone gull perched on the wharf. She smiled again, and began to write.




PART 1
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Elisabeth’s Beginnings





1[image: ]HER ANCESTRY


THE SPRING OF 1917 BROUGHT momentous change to the Ogilvie household of Dorchester, Massachusetts. A family with three sons was about to welcome a new baby daughter. On May 20, 1917, Elisabeth May was born to Frank and Maude Ogilvie, joining brothers Allan, age nine, Kent, age seven, and five-year-old Gordon. Maude had been expecting to have a fourth boy—she knew well that the Ogilvie clan “went into lots of boys”—but Elisabeth arrived instead. About her birth and welcome into the family as the only girl, Elisabeth has remarked, “I guess I was quite a success.”


Her three brothers were careful in looking out for their baby sister. Gordon, the youngest, resented Elisabeth at first for displacing him from his status as baby of the family. Elisabeth has said that Gordon was perfectly content before she was born, and “saw no need of me whatsoever; he said so, often. Loudly!” They called him Boanerges, which means “son of thunder.” (Probably from the ancient Greek, Boanerges is found in the Bible, with one reference saying, “James, as a Boanerges, would thunder God’s grace.”)


Ironically, the older boys had always thought Gordon had it soft, because, as the youngest before Elisabeth’s arrival, he would often run to their father and return gleefully clutching a few pennies. Even so, Gordon never took his displacement out on Elisabeth. If Gordon was loud and boisterous, Kent was known as the easygoing one; he was very popular and lovable, and grinned at people in public when he was a baby. Allan, the oldest, was quieter and more introspective. An early photo of the children shows an ebullient group of boys, holding kittens aloft, surrounding a serene baby Elisabeth.


Elisabeth was born during a time of great historical significance. The sinking of the Lusitania occurred on May 7, 1915, ending the United States’s isolationist stance regarding World War I. America was deeply involved in World War I by the time Elisabeth was born two years later. The war directly affected the Ogilvie family through Frank Ogilvie’s Army Reserves status. As a soldier in the Reserves, Frank was serving in the Coast Artillery, the branch of the service that manned the big guns at Fort Revere on Boston Harbor.


THE OGILVIES


It was only natural that Frank Ogilvie should serve his country. He came from a long line of fighters, including James Ogilvie, who fought for Bonnie Prince Charlie in the Battle of Culloden in 1745. It is thought that James may have been imprisoned for his involvement in this famous Scottish battle, before he came to the state of Georgia in 1751, along with sons Peter and John. According to the Colonial Records of Georgia, James Ogilvie was granted land in Burke County, Georgia, between 1759 and 1766.


Elisabeth includes references to this family history, in fictionalized form, in The Devil in Tartan. Her fictional character Angus Mor was no doubt modeled on her Ogilvie ancestors. Elisabeth writes of Angus, “He’d have been fifteen at the time of the rising for Prince Charlie in 1745; quite possibly, if he were a big enough boy, he’d have been out for the Prince like the rest of the Kendrum [Ogilvie] men. Most of them had been massacred at Culloden as they tried to hold the line against Butcher Cumberland’s dragoons. Their chief, the fifth Earl, had been killed, and those who’d escaped back to their valley expected to be hunted out and killed or sent into slavery. It was the same ghastly story all over the Highlands.” Clearly this Ogilvie ancestry captivated Elisabeth—and her brother Gordon (also a writer of historical fiction).


James Ogilvie began to raise his family in Georgia. His sons Peter (referred to as Peter Senior) and John continued the Ogilvie soldierly tradition by fighting as Loyalists in the Revolutionary War. Fearing for their safety at the war’s end, the brothers made plans to go to Nova Scotia in 1783. Peter Senior, as a Loyalist soldier with the rank of ensign, was entitled to live under the British flag on a soldier’s land grant in Nova Scotia. Their journey began in St. Augustine, Florida, which at that time still belonged to Spain. Setting sail on the refugee ship Argo in October, the brothers arrived in Nova Scotia in December 1783. Grants of land were waiting for them in Manchester Township, in the Canso area, but Peter Senior instead chose land along the Musquodoboit River, now called Elderbank. He and his wife raised their four children on this property: Peter (who would come to be called Captain Peter), James, Jane, and Agnes. It was on this homestead, one hundred years later, that Frank Ogilvie—Elisabeth’s father—was born to James’s son Allan and his wife Catherine.


Peter Senior is buried in the Pioneer Cemetery in Middle Musquodoboit, Nova Scotia. The inscription on his headstone, although dim with age, appears to read: “Peter Ogilvie Senior, died May 6, 1837, in the 88th year of his age.” Peter Senior’s brother John ended up settling in a nearby alder swamp called Meagher’s Grant, where he and his wife brought up a large family. The offspring of these Ogilvies spread out all over Canada, and sites of many of their first cabins can still be found.


Elisabeth incorporates this family history into The Devil in Tartan, writing of the character Angus Mor, “[he] was well-documented [in Brierbank] by the recording of his crown grant in Halifax; his stone in the churchyard, his name in town and church records, the names and dates of his children’s births in various old family Bibles.” And she refers to the genealogical exploring that must have been done by members of her family when she writes, “To us he was a young adventurer. My cousins and I played in the cellar hole of his cabin. We had an old skiff on the river and used to act out the story of his arrival by canoe, following the river up from Oquiddic Harbor eighteen miles away. All that we knew of him before that day was that he’d come from Scotland by way of Georgia.”


Captain Peter, Frank Ogilvie’s great-grandfather, was born in December 1792. He married Ann Bruce, daughter of James Bruce, who had come from Scotland in 1812. Captain Peter inherited the lands that were granted to Peter Senior; he later shared them with his sons. Captain Peter died in April 1865 and Ann in December 1887.


The Ogilvies were both fighters and explorers, fighting for the causes they believed in and not afraid to venture out into new territories. Elisabeth has said that the Ogilvies were travelers, willing to go far for freedom and new experiences. Both the Ogilvies in the United States and Canada went out west. In a conversation with the authors, she recalled, “That’s where my father’s youngest brother went. My father came to the States, and another uncle stayed in Nova Scotia to farm the home place. All the other brothers went west and did very well.”


FRANK


Frank Everett Ogilvie was the eldest son of Allan and Catherine, born in 1884. Frank’s childhood was a happy one. He was raised in a good home with a churchgoing family of high standards. Elisabeth recalls her grandparents as kindly people who couldn’t abide gossip at the supper table. If the children talked about things that went on in the town, they were firmly told that there was to be no gossiping. She remembers something of her grandmother Catherine from when she was about five years old: “She was a tall, quiet lady. She managed to raise ten children without ever raising her voice—quite a feat!”


Frank was an avid reader and benefited greatly by the excellent education system of Nova Scotia. Most of the children in their family went through school just as far as the parents could afford to send them. Elisabeth says of her father, “He could quote at length from poems learned in school, and his grandfather taught him to read from the Bible. Two of his sisters and one of his brothers were schoolteachers.”


Elisabeth describes her Uncle Jamie, one of her father’s brothers, as “one of the relatives that stood out the most, though they’re all stand-outs. He was typical of the Ogilvie fire and spirit.” In order to get his education, Jamie would teach school for a year, then attend college for a year, continuing this way until he received his law degree from the University of Alberta. Elisabeth tells us, “World War I came along, and many of my Canadian relatives, wearing kilts, went to serve. Jamie went to London, and they found out he had a law degree. They put him in the Judge Advocate’s office, and he never saw any action. When he came back, the first night he was home, he burned his uniform in the furnace.”


While Frank and his nine siblings all grew into adulthood, the flu epidemic of 1918 took its toll on the family. Frank’s youngest sister Winifred, along with her husband and child, died in the epidemic, as did Frank’s father.


Frank went to Massachusetts as a young man, the only one of his family to emigrate to the United States. He worked at a variety of jobs, taking whatever work he could find. The job that would prove important to his future was working as a market teamster, delivering goods for Edgar Rhodes’s grocery business. There, fate would bring him together with his future wife.


MAUDE


Maude Elizabeth Coates was a bookkeeper in one of Edgar Rhodes’s grocery stores. Edgar was her brother-in-law as well as her boss, married to her older sister, May. This may have played a part in convincing Maude to take the job. Working as a bookkeeper was not her first choice; she had wanted to take courses in teaching woodcrafts. But Edgar needed a bookkeeper for the store, so she took the job—and soon found that it provided her with good training and the opportunity of meeting her future husband.


Frank was tall and handsome, and he caught Maude’s eye right away. A relationship soon developed, which led to a marriage proposal. Maude’s adoptive mother, Hannah, was against their marriage at first, but marry they did, when they were both just twenty-one years old.


Like her husband, Maude shared a distinctly Scottish lineage, with a little Welsh and French mixed in. Her ancestors may not have participated in the bloody battle of Culloden like Frank’s did, but they experienced their share of hardship in Scotland. Elisabeth explores her mother’s history in her first Jennie book, Jennie About to Be, where she tells of the Highland Clearances. In this heartless process, tenant cottagers were forcibly evicted from their homes by progressive lairds, to make way for more profitable sheep.


Maude’s ancestors from the Isle of Lewis, part of the Outer Hebrides, were cleared from their land, albeit in a more humane fashion. The man who owned the land where they lived wanted to turn all the small subsistence plots of the tenant farmers into one successful big farm. He promised land in Canada to all of these tenants if they would emigrate. Not only did he pay their fare, he agreed to buy their livestock as well.


This is what happened to Elisabeth’s great-grandmother Peigi MacLeod. Peigi (pronounced “Peggy”) came to Canada in 1851 with her parents and several other siblings, settling in the Quebec area. Peigi went on to marry Thomas Penney and raise a family, and eventually her daughter, Emily MacLeod Penney, was born.


Emily was a simple, Gaelic-speaking girl who went to work in the mills of Lowell, Massachusetts, in the 1880s, where she met the dashing Arthur Kennedy, a man of English descent who worked as an electrician in the mills. Arthur Kennedy had been born in 1857 in Manchester, England, to William Kennedy and Elizabeth Galliard. William’s father, Thomas Kennedy (Elisabeth Ogilvie’s great-great-grandfather), was born in Dumfries, Scotland, so the Scottish heritage was evident in this branch of the family as well.


Arthur was twenty-five when he married Emily in Lowell on November 15, 1882. Elisabeth knows from family members that Arthur was a “hale fellow, well met,” friendly kind of man who enjoyed sitting outside on the steps of a Sunday evening, talking with everyone who walked by. Emily was most likely a quieter sort, perhaps shy and hesitant since she spoke no English.


No doubt there was separation between the Kennedy and Penney families because of these cultural differences. Years later, a relative searching for the graves of Arthur and Emily Kennedy found Emily’s grave set apart from the rest of the Kennedy clan—she was buried alone. Apparently, the Kennedy family, being of middle class English descent, must have felt they were better than the Gaelic-speaking Emily. “They might have been a bit snobbish,” Elisabeth concludes.


Emily and Arthur had been married for a few years and had a two-year-old son, Robert, when Emily gave birth to their second child, Maude, in 1884. Emily died shortly after Maude’s birth, leaving her husband solely responsible for their two small children. Arthur—bereft, bewildered, and unprepared—did not feel equipped to deal with his new role as single parent. He promptly looked for help from his unmarried sister Elizabeth.


Aunt Elizabeth Kennedy was a strong and prominent figure in Lowell, where she served as teacher and Playground Commissioner. Elisabeth describes her as the grand lady of the family, a bright, accomplished, and self-sufficient woman with a natural dignity. Aunt Elizabeth held a high position in the world of education, and the many professional demands placed on her made it impossible to care for her young niece and nephew. Nevertheless, Arthur left them in her care and moved to upper New York State, where he began a new life.


Knowing she could not care for both children, Aunt Elizabeth arranged for baby Maude to be adopted by an acquaintance, Hannah Coates. Originally from New Hampshire, Hannah had been a farmer’s wife, but was now widowed and living in Boston with her eighteen-year-old daughter, May. Hannah worked as a dressmaker and also ran a lodging house. Years before, her son, Henry, had died of tuberculosis as a young man. Hannah had adopted May when Henry was in his teens.


Aunt Elizabeth may have discussed this adoption proposal with Arthur, but Elisabeth has no way of knowing for sure. In fact, it is possible that Elizabeth Kennedy had little contact with her brother for a very long time after his rather abrupt departure. In any case, Aunt Elizabeth made the necessary arrangements, and a new life began for the child, now named Maude Elizabeth Coates.


Maude was instantly welcomed by this warm-hearted family, who treated her as one of their own. The Coateses boasted quite an impressive Yankee lineage, including a great-aunt who had married Daniel Webster. From the start, the relationship between Maude and her adoptive sister May was a close one, with May acting almost as a second mother to Maude.


Elisabeth Ogilvie feels that her mother had a wonderful time growing up in Boston in the 1890s, with frequent visits to New Hampshire. In later years, Maude would tell intriguing stories about her childhood in the lodging house, and Elisabeth, already the budding writer, would say, “Wouldn’t that make a great book!”


Elisabeth has said, “The lodging house in Boston always seemed to be full of interesting people—visitors from New Hampshire, and even some Civil War veterans.” Hannah would feed anyone who needed a meal, not just her boarders. Many members of the local repertory theater boarded there in the winter months. It must have been a stimulating environment for young Maude, and these theatrical folk no doubt inspired her in later years when she showed a talent for writing plays and skits. Some of these actors belonged to the Emerson College of Oratory. They gave Hannah tickets to their theatrical productions, and often Maude would accompany her to the theater.


Maude was also exposed at an early age to the supernatural. Some friends once came to visit from New Hampshire, and the one thing the woman wanted to do was to visit a “clairvontey”—a clairvoyant. Hannah obliged, taking her to see one in Boston. The medium told Hannah that she “attracted phenomena”—apparently Hannah had quite an artistic and sensitive spirit. It is easy to see why Elisabeth was intrigued by stories of her mother’s colorful upbringing.


Aunt Elizabeth never forgot her niece. She traveled from Lowell to Boston each year to visit her, bringing gifts. As a young girl, Maude didn’t know who this kind, elegant stranger was, but things changed when Maude was in her early teens. She noticed a family resemblance between herself and Aunt Elizabeth, and wondered if this woman might possibly be her mother.


Her older sister May told Maude the truth—that Maude was adopted and this generous visitor was her aunt. The sisters didn’t let their mother know they were discussing this, as Hannah was possessive and protective of her girls. But the sisters were close, and May felt compelled to answer the many questions surrounding Aunt Elizabeth. Eventually Aunt Elizabeth herself told Maude the whole story of their family connection, and their bond was strengthened.


After a time, Aunt Elizabeth had been able to juggle her many obligations so that she could bring Maude’s brother, Robert, back to live with her following a short stay in a children’s residence. Robert learned about his sister Maude from Aunt Elizabeth, but he was too shy to get acquainted with her until much later. They didn’t meet until Maude was working at Edgar’s store.


At work, Maude noticed that a certain young man would frequently come to the store and linger to look at her. She didn’t find out until later that it was her brother. Having discovered from Aunt Elizabeth where Maude was living, Robert had gone to visit her as soon as he overcame his shyness. By the time Maude was married and had her first child, Robert had also gotten married and become a father. They exchanged baby pictures of their children and were close from that time on.


In sharp contrast to this reunion, Maude never got to know her father, who had remarried after moving to New York State. Years later, when Maude was married, Arthur Kennedy came home to visit. Aunt Elizabeth asked Maude if she’d like to meet her father, and Maude answered with an unequivocal “No.” She had no desire to meet the man who had abandoned them so many years before.


Nine-year-old Elisabeth supported her mother’s decision, having seen a photograph of her grandfather, complete with beard, and pronouncing him “sinister-looking.” Arthur Kennedy died in 1931, just a few years after his visit, so Maude did not have an opportunity to see him again.


In 1890, May played a pivotal role in another facet of Maude’s life by introducing her to a new world—the island of Criehaven, Maine. Maude was just six years old when May first took her to Criehaven for a summer visit with her brother-in-law’s family.


May had married Boston grocer Edgar Rhodes, who was connected with Criehaven through his brother Fred. Fred Rhodes, of Glen Cove, Maine, had married Charlotte Crie (known to later generations as Aunt Lottie), daughter of Captain Robert Crie, the original settler of the island. (See Chapter 5 for a history of Criehaven and its founding family.) Fred had gone out to the island to serve as schoolmaster.


Another link to the island was formed when Maude became close friends with Agnes Anderson (later Agnes Knowlton Simpson) when they were both teenagers during those Criehaven summers, as her daughter Elisabeth would become close, lifelong friends with Agnes’s daughter Dot.


May’s husband, Edgar, “always made a special pet of Maude,” and he used to hand out three-dollar gold pieces to all of Maude’s children, including Elisabeth. His grocery business and some wise investing had made him a wealthy man, but he was also a generous one. He always shook hands graciously when meeting a new acquaintance, many of whom ended up holding a silver dollar in the palm of their hand.


Fred Rhodes turned out to be quite an entrepreneur in his day. Not only did he own Hillside Farm on Criehaven, but he was a partner in Edgar’s four large grocery stores in the Boston area. He also worked to create a summer resort on Criehaven during the early part of the twentieth century, building several summer cottages and drilling a well that was quite impressive (and still in use). Although the island never became a tourist haven, his involvement helped make Criehaven a bustling place in the early 1900s.


ELISABETH


After Maude met and married Frank Ogilvie, Aunt Elizabeth continued to visit her in Quincy, where they settled. Maude was so fond of both her aunt and her sister, she named her daughter Elizabeth May Ogilvie, in their honor. (When she was a teenager, Elisabeth began spelling her name with an S as a matter of personal preference.)


Elisabeth was a real favorite with her aunt and namesake. Supportive of her niece’s writing, Aunt Elizabeth paid the fee for a university extension course on writing that Elisabeth attended at Harvard following high school graduation. Undoubtedly Aunt Elizabeth inspired Elisabeth with her determination and drive, her encouragement, and her independent spirit.


Maude didn’t find out until she was well into her teens that her heritage was Scottish. Her favorite book as a child had been The Scottish Chiefs, by Jane Porter. In fact, she had always been mad about bagpipes and all things Scottish. Unbeknownst to her, she had Scottish blood running in her veins. Maude was exhilarated to discover that her mother, Emily MacLeod Penney, was the daughter of Peigi MacLeod, whose family had emigrated from the Isle of Lewis in 1751.


Maude passed down this love of Scottish heritage to her children, who were pleased that their ancestors came from such a “wild and romantic place as the Hebrides.” Elisabeth and her brothers were well indoctrinated with the Ogilvie family history, and Elisabeth translated this interest into a passion for Scotland, second only to her love for Maine.


Even though Elisabeth’s father never seemed very impressed with his own colorful family history, her mother used to like to listen to stories told by her father-in-law. Although Maude never traveled to Scotland, she and Frank were acquainted with many Scottish immigrant families. Elisabeth writes that during her childhood, the familiar Scottish accent “was music to us.”




2[image: ]HER FAMILY


MAUDE AND FRANK STARTED their family in 1908, when their first son, Allan, was born. Sons Kent and Gordon followed, all born about two years apart. Frank began working in the insurance industry and was in the Army Reserves when World War I broke out. He was a sergeant, the highest-ranking officer at Fort Revere, and his duties included sending young soldiers through the fort for officer training. Maude would often take Elisabeth and her brothers to visit their father, traveling by boat to Hull, Massachusetts, where the fort was located.


Frank was never sent overseas, though Maude always promised she wouldn’t stand in his way if he had to go. Despite her brave front, she acknowledged that her heart would always skip a beat whenever Frank came home unexpectedly, thinking he was home to pack for overseas transport.


Frank’s belief in service to his country was heartfelt, and both he and Maude soon became involved in the American Legion, which was organized at that time. Frank was named the first commandant of the local post. Fellow legion members were constantly coming and going at their home in Dorchester. As a small child, Elisabeth attended many Armistice Day services remembering the soldiers killed in World War I. This early exposure to patriotism clearly influenced her, as shown in a story (“The Power and the Glory”) she later wrote for her high school literary magazine.


Elisabeth and her family lived on Ashmont Street in Dorchester until she was nine years old, when they moved to Wollaston, a suburb of Quincy. She lived in Quincy until 1944, when she settled in Maine permanently.


Throughout her childhood and high-school years the family made many summer visits to Criehaven. Maude continued her pattern of summers on Criehaven even after she and Frank were married with children. The family went to the island almost every summer, taking a boat from Boston to Rockland, than another ferry out to Criehaven, and staying in either a Crie family cottage or Aunt May’s cottage. In later years, Elisabeth’s brother Kent would drive the family by car from Boston to Rockland, traveling through the night. After breakfasting in Rockland, they would take the ferry over to the island. Maude and the children would stay for the entire summer, while Frank (and later Kent) came just for their two weeks of vacation.


The Ogilvie children were very close while growing up and as adults. Elisabeth writes fondly of her “very pleasant little-girlhood in Dorchester, doing what most little girls of my background were doing; my days were taken up with school, dancing lessons, Sunday school, roller-skating on those lovely, wide, old-fashioned sidewalks, making Valentines, hanging May baskets, and playing dolls. I don’t believe anybody expected me to be a writer, though I read a good deal and very easily from the age of five. A family of extroverts in many ways, we were also a reading family.”


Along with this love of literature, the family shared a clever and enthusiastic sense of humor. Elisabeth remembers her father as a dignified person, and both Frank and Maude had serious guidelines and expectations of behavior for the children, de rigueur for that generation. However, one of Elisabeth’s most vivid memories is of her father leaning back in his chair at the supper table and laughing away at the antics of his four children. Elisabeth’s own sense of humor remains strong and is evident in all of her books.


There was a creative spark in each family member, given expression in a variety of ways. Although much of the creativity was literary, it was not limited to the world of books. Elisabeth says of herself and her brothers, “We were not show-offs like some kids, but we never had to be coaxed or bribed into anything. It was matter-of-fact, no fooling around—just do it, and enjoy it.”


Elisabeth began ballet lessons at age four, and immediately responded to the glamour and excitement of performing. She “loved the footlights—the recital was all!” During her debut performance, she was struck with “the first realization of the meeting between audience and performer over the footlights—‘La Paloma’ and a tambourine.” Never one to enjoy the mundane routine of practice, Elisabeth preferred the glory of the recital: “It wasn’t until I started to learn to be a writer that I realized the uses of drudgery.”


After the thrill of the recital, at age five, came a chance to perform in a Sunday school program. Elisabeth knew she didn’t want to rehearse her “piece” on a plain old floor. She wanted to practice in the church itself, but it was being decorated at the time and was therefore unavailable. “So they stood me on the pool table to declaim. Too bad I can’t remember what the piece was!” Elisabeth says. Her wise parents didn’t allow the little actress to get too full of herself. (One can imagine that her three brothers helped out in this regard as well.)


Dance lessons continued until Elisabeth was fourteen, both ballet and Scottish Highland dancing. One of her finest memories is of her first kilt and “a real grown-up ceremonial sword, part of the regalia of some organization. You could get the things at a theatrical costumer in Boston. Ballet slippers, materials, and trimmings for the costumes—a gorgeous place to wander around in.” Even at this young age, Elisabeth was grooming her talents for observation.


Life on Ashmont Street was good. “Our neighborhood in Dorchester was pleasant and suburban, with nice grassy yards and trees, wide sidewalks for roller skating and wheeling doll carriages. Not especially fancy like it was a few streets over—but we had the benefit of wide-open spaces beyond one side of the street, where streetcars used to be stabled in car barns—nothing left of them now. [We had plenty] of wildflowers and birds and space to chase each other around with our cap pistols (always used without caps!).”


The children of the neighborhood were a tight-knit group. “It was hard to move away when I was nine,” Elisabeth has said, “but I could go from Quincy to visit the old gang on Ashmont Street, and different ones were brought to visit me in Quincy.” The friendships Elisabeth developed in Dorchester were some of her closest; although she made new friends in Quincy, it was never quite the same.


Elisabeth had favorite dolls that she remembers to this day. Every toy was named, and all were carefully put to bed at night. “They always had lots of equipment because my mother liked making doll clothes. There was also an ancient teddy bear, I’m sure he was one of the originals. I still have him, wrapped up and put away for the winter so the mice won’t nibble him.” Elisabeth herself also enjoyed making doll clothes for one little doll that had a cloth body, a bisque head, and movable arms and legs. She would take material and fold it, stitch it, run a thread around the top, and put it over the doll’s head, pulling the thread to make it fit.


All the Ogilvie siblings played a bit of piano, and Elisabeth had a small accordion on which she could pick out a few tunes. Her brother Allan played ukulele and guitar. Music was always appreciated in their home, and would be a continuing theme throughout Elisabeth’s adult life, both on Criehaven and Gay’s Island and in her novels.


Animals are important in Elisabeth’s writing and in her personal life. A true animal lover, she has never been without a pet. The Ogilvie family always had cats. All the pets she had in childhood belonged to the whole family, not to one certain child; they were all treated well, “just like one of the kids.”


However, Elisabeth does remember a certain black Airedale, Jock—“purebred but a throwback, the vet explained to me, [to one] of the many dogs from whom the Airedale evolved”—that was truly a “soul brother” to Gordon while he was in grammar school.


As the Ogilvie children grew up and started their own families, they continued the tradition of owning cats and dogs. Elisabeth has owned both over the years, and has chronicled many of their stories in My World Is an Island, as well as in some of her novels. In fact, she has used real-life pets in her books, something she doesn’t do often with human characters. She currently owns a cat named Joppy, whose companionship she greatly enjoys.


A SHARED LOVE OF WORDS


Elisabeth believes her writing skill runs in the family, and credits her three imaginative brothers with inspiring her to become a writer. Gordon was not only a talented painter, specializing in children’s portraits, but a writer of historical fiction, and Allan wrote very good poetry. Although her middle brother Kent wasn’t an author in the strict sense, he nevertheless wrote very funny letters that were passed around the family and greatly enjoyed. A love of language and reading was passed down as a legacy from both parents.


Elisabeth’s mother shared not only her son Gordon’s talent for painting but her daughter’s love of words. Maude was a born storyteller whose creativity was expressed in poetry, short stories, plays, and skits.


Elisabeth has a school notebook of Maude’s dating from the early 1890s, full of descriptions of things she had seen. To improve their writing skills, Maude and her grammar-school classmates were to write for ten minutes each day about something they had observed.


Maude went on to write for her school magazine at Girls’ High School in Boston, and even for the Boston Post. At one time, the Post sponsored a long-running short story contest, the prize being a couple of dollars if they printed your story. Maude was just fourteen, and very proud, when she won the contest. Maude gave the prize money to her mother for safekeeping, and afterward would often ask to see it. Maude used to say that she received those two dollars many times over through the years.


Maude’s love of the theater may have been fostered through her childhood experience with theater folk in Hannah Coates’s boardinghouse. An early photo from 1907 shows her dressed up as a Salvation Army lassie, complete with tambourine, standing beside Captain Crie, on Criehaven.


In later years, Maude wrote skits and comic plays for the children of Criehaven during her summer visits, beginning around the time the island clubhouse was built shortly after World War I. Some of these productions were quite extensive, incorporating anyone who had talent and was willing to participate. Anyone who could play the guitar was added as an instrumentalist, often to accompany Maude’s new lyrics set to popular tunes. One summer, Elisabeth joined in, teaching some young boys a special waltz clog dance to fit a specific production.


For those readers familiar with the Bennett’s Island series, it’s easy to imagine the island children practicing their roles in the clubhouse, and putting on a production for their families. The kids even had a special name for the event. Maude and family would arrive for the summer, and the kids would greet them, shouting, “Are we going to have ‘A Time’?” Usually, the event would consist of a supper, then the entertainment, followed by dancing, all at the clubhouse. People would come over from Matinicus, paying twenty-five cents each, the proceeds of which would go to a charity such as the Maine Seacoast Mission. (When the people of Matinicus hosted a dance, the Criehaven islanders would attend in turn.)


This experience of writing plays for the islanders served Maude well later on, when she wrote sketches and plays for several organizations in Massachusetts. One such group was an adult dramatic club. When there was a role for a young person in a play, Elisabeth or one of her brothers would often get the part. “We weren’t bashful,” says Elisabeth. “We were often real show-offs.”


Maude even got her husband into the act, a credit to her persuasive enthusiasm. Elisabeth speculates that her father must have enjoyed the “play” of participating in these productions, as in regular life he was a dignified, somewhat serious man. One of his roles was as Petruchio’s friend in The Taming of the Shrew.


Maude also wrote poems for Allan, her oldest son, to recite. Allan attended the Boston Latin School, where Declamation was a standard subject. As part of their grade, students had to recite verse in a formal fashion in front of the class. Maude wrote several poems for Allan, and even though he was slightly more reserved than his siblings, he nevertheless learned the poems and recited them successfully.


Elisabeth remembers the time he recited Macauley’s thrilling “Horatius at the Bridge” in their kitchen. Allan knew the whole poem by heart, as did their mother, but Elisabeth remembers the phrase “By the nine gods he swore” being intermingled with “Oh, fudge!” as Allan paused and lost his train of thought. In later years, Allan proved how much his grounding in the arts of literature and writing had influenced him, by writing, among others, a poem as the epigraph for one of Elisabeth’s books, The Dreaming Swimmer:




I think the danger of the ocean lies
Not in the storm, but in the mermaid’s eyes;
She closes them for kisses, unaware,
Enfolds the dreaming swimmer; and he dies.





Allan was often called “the bright one,” but Elisabeth says, “I guess we were all bright.” When Allan was thirteen, he decided to build a radio. Frank and Maude met him at the streetcar after his day at the Boston Latin School, and took him to buy radio components with his own pocket money. He successfully built a radio, which became a family conversation piece. The family would often invite friends in to listen to radio programs.


Just nineteen months apart, Allan and younger brother Kent were very close, but nevertheless had different interests. Where Allan wasn’t involved in sports at all, Kent loved them. Quite an adventurer, Kent was particularly fond of ice hockey, and with a group of friends formed an ice hockey team. They called themselves the Montclair Owls, and skated often on an ice pond near their home.


Although Gordon was the youngest, he soon grew to be the tallest of the brothers. He is perhaps the brother most closely matched to Elisabeth in creativity. He shared both his mother’s talent for painting and his sister’s aptitude for writing. He was also perhaps the one most entranced with the family’s Scottish ancestry, becoming deeply involved in genealogical research as he grew older.


In 1998 Elisabeth acknowledged Gordon’s inspiration in an interview with Katy Perry published in the Maine Media Women’s newsletter, The Maine Line (May/June 1998), on the occasion of her having received that organization’s President’s award. The article quotes from Elisabeth’s acceptance speech: “I guess I knew I was going to be a writer even before I got to school…. My brother [Gordon] was some older than me and may have been my inspiration because he was always writing historic stories.”


She went on to recall a bit of dialogue from her brother’s play about George Washington (GW) and Betsy Ross (BR):




GW: We ain’t got no flag for our new country. Isn’t that a fright?


BR: Well, I just got finished sewing this here quilt, and I have some leftover thread, so let me see what I can do about making a flag.





“Not only did he write the play (which was more involved than my short cut),” writes Perry, “but the neighbor kids portrayed that brief bit of history.”


Elisabeth’s father may not have been a writer, but he shared his family’s passion for reading. In Nova Scotia, where Frank Ogilvie was raised, the subject of reading was taken very seriously. Elisabeth and her brothers all owned schoolbooks bought for them in Nova Scotia by their parents, and Elisabeth remembers that even the fourth-grade material was at quite a high level.


Frank tended to express his creativity more with his hands, through his real avocation of carpentry. From him Elisabeth inherited a love of language and a strong sense of humor, along with his strong work ethic, patriotism, and sense of common decency. There is no doubt that her quiet, strong, handsome male characters have been greatly influenced by this most significant of models, her father.
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ELISABETH’S BROTHERS




Elisabeth remained close to her three brothers all their lives. Her brother Gordon,”romantic-minded” and creative, pursued many interests, including writing, painting, and exploring the family’s ancestry. He investigated their Scottish heritage, working closely with their aunt Lillian P. Ogilvie Fancy of Elderbank, Nova Scotia, to write the genealogy of the Ogilvie family.


A natural outgrowth of Gordon’s interest in their ancestry came to fruition in 1981, when Avon Books published his novel Jamie Reid, which tells the story of a swashbuckling painter from England who comes to America. An author’s note at the beginning clarifies that much of the novel is biographical, containing references to Peter and John Ogilvie, who settled in Georgia.


Gordon’s editor wanted him to write a sequel featuring the same characters. But as often happens in the publishing industry, Elisabeth says, “When your editor finally leaves or is fired, it’s like in the old days with the palace guard in Rome.When a new person took over as emperor, the soldiers went through and killed everyone connected with the old emperor. So it went with Gordon’s editor—he left, and the new editors didn’t pursue the project.”


Gordon’s talent as a painter clearly aided him in the creation of the fictional Jamie Reid. He had been drawing and painting all his life, encouraged by his mother. It seemed natural after his service in the Marine Corps to take an art course on the GI Bill, which led to a prolific career in painting children’s portraits.


Allan’s interest in radio technology continued throughout his life. In later years, an aunt offered to pay for Allan to attend the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, but he declined, choosing instead to go to Eastern Radio High School. Upon graduation, he worked for Western Electric, and then RCA. While with RCA, he traveled in the Midwest, installing talking movies. During World War II, he was in infantry weapons in New Jersey. After 1945 Allan went back to work for RCA and also did some work for a company that made underwater television cameras.


Kent worked for Hayden and Stone, a firm of stockbrokers in Boston, for several years. He held a number of varied jobs before going to work as a salesman for Best Foods. He had back trouble, so was unable to get into active service. During World War II, he enlisted, serving as a recruiter and an instructor in weaponry. He married, and had a daughter, Barbara Ogilvie Mosher, Elisabeth’s niece and closest relative today (see page 45).
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3[image: ]HER EDUCATION AND EMERGENCE AS A WRITER


ELISABETH’S LIFE HAS BEEN a love affair with words. From the age of five, she read voraciously, feeding her fast-growing imagination and ever increasing her scope for learning. This early passion for words matured as she did, leading to her career in writing.


One of her family’s favorite pastimes was visiting the library, and as a young child Elisabeth made good use of its resources. She enjoyed reading The Five Little Peppers series, the Anne of Green Gables series, and Charles Perrault’s Fairy Tales, illustrated by Gustav Doré. In the latter book, it was the beauty of the illustrations that determined her favorite stories—“Puss in Boots with a wide-brimmed hat and the boots, and the wonderful pictures of Sleeping Beauty in the woods. These are the old-fashioned kind of stories—they don’t always have a happy ending—[after all,] the wolf ate Little Red Riding Hood.”


Other favorites included the Blue Bonnet series, introduced to Elisabeth by her mother, along with What Katie Did. She loved Kipling’s Just So Stories and The Jungle Book, and the books of British children’s writer Evelyn Nesbit (which she now collects), appreciating her “witty writing” and “delightfully delinquent” characters. Elisabeth also remembers enjoying Master Skylark, about a boy in Shakespeare’s time, and books by William M. Sweet.


She also read the Elsie Dinsmore books, even though she disliked the title character. “Elsie was a pain, sitting all one hot day on the piano bench because it was a Sunday and refusing to play ‘Annie Laurie’ for her father. She fainted, and he was sorry. Elsie was a pain, but her cousin Enna was okay. Elsie’s papa wore white tussore [silk] suits and was handsome. What I remember about those books are the dolls’ trunks stuffed with gorgeous pieces for sewing for dolls.” Undoubtedly she enjoyed this last part because of her own enjoyment in sewing doll clothes.


Elisabeth’s first venture into the world of education was a joyful one. Her experiences at the Dorchester elementary school were exciting, especially for a budding author. Quoting from her write-up in the reference book Something about the Author: “I began writing when I was quite small, because I enjoyed making up stories as much as reading them. One of my best memories concerns the second grade, when the teacher used to pass out pictures cut from magazines for us to write stories about.”


Elisabeth’s delight in storytelling was not limited to schoolwork:




I made up stories to put myself to sleep, and to help me through long boring tasks, and during my walks to and from school. I used to describe what I was doing and seeing as if I were talking about somebody else. “Elisabeth was walking along Safford Street on one beautiful spring day when she happened to see….” Well, it could be anything that occurred to my imagination, and I’d take off from there.





Elisabeth recalls disliking only one teacher during all her years of education. The combination of a solid family life and close-knit neighborhood made for a contented childhood, and she formed many loyal friendships. She recounts an experience at a North Quincy High School dance that illustrates how, even as a young girl, she valued friendship over appearances.


In the eighth grade, Elisabeth was one of the taller girls, and remembers being reluctant to attend a certain dance that year. Her mother insisted that she go, as Elisabeth’s class was sponsoring it. Walter, the shortest boy in class, asked her to dance that night. He was known for being a talented singer, with a lovely clear voice that brought chills to his audience. Elisabeth liked and admired him, and of course she danced with him, despite the difference in their heights and signature awkwardness of those middle-school years.


In contrast, at dances on Criehaven during her high-school summers and into her twenties, everybody danced, regardless of height, age, or any other quality. This early exposure to joyous clubhouse celebrations, free of the pressures of school dances, contributed a great deal to Elisabeth’s affection for the island culture.


One of the ways Elisabeth worked to develop her own style of writing was to explore different genres of fiction. Of her early teen years, Elisabeth has said that she “wrote and wrote. Finding authors I liked, I read everything the library had of theirs and tried to write like them, all the way from whimsy to romantic adventure to sentimental tragedy.” Some of the authors she most enjoyed during this period were Ann Parrish and Edward Frederic Benson (who wrote the popular Queen Lucia stories published in the 1920s—“purely pleasure reading”). The Queen Lucia stories were social satires of the affectations and weaknesses of provincial middle-class life in Britain in the 1920s and ‘30s. Benson’s six novels chronicle the rise and fall of Mrs. Emmeline Lucas of Riseholm, including the battles among society matrons scrabbling for a foothold in upper-class society. “The Lucia novels form a kind of epic portrait of striving gone mad,” wrote one critic. Elisabeth’s own awareness of comedy was probably influenced by this early introduction to satire.


Another author she liked very much during high school was Maude Diver. Diver’s heroes were white people living in India during the British Raj, and her plot lines were somewhat glamorized and unrealistic. This didn’t matter to Elisabeth.




When I was about fourteen, I read a series of romantic novels about India that set me off on a long writing kick. Since my private life was anything but exciting, I made up for it by writing thousands of words about Somewhere Else, known to me only through the public library. In writing descriptions of places, I developed fluency, a very worthwhile exercise in itself. And I learned how to put together long, complete stories with plots. I found out early that for me, finishing a story is possible only if I know at the start how it is supposed to end. The Indian phase passed, and I began writing regional prose about Maine “





A writer who had a huge influence on Elisabeth was Hugh Walpole. Born in 1884 in Auckland, New Zealand, British novelist Walpole is known for his ability to tell engaging stories in a flowing, descriptive style. (This could equally well describe Elisabeth’s writing style.) His book The Cathedral, written in 1922, reflects his affection for the nineteenth-century English novelist Anthony Trollope. He also wrote critical works on Trollope, Sir Walter Scott, and Joseph Conrad.


Since her high school years, Elisabeth has reread The Cathedral more than once; she calls it “timeless.” After a recent re-reading, she commented, “I was … wondering if I got all the dry humor the first times I read it. I tend to read too fast, so I may have lost a lot. I particularly love Walpole’s use of colors, his descriptions of place, the way he creates an atmosphere, the colors and the words he uses—the interplay of personalities. I love the way he handles language.”


Although the characters of her own novels, many of them fishermen and their families, would not have much in common with the world of the English cathedral town during the 1800s, she gained a great deal of insight into the craft of writing by reading Walpole’s work.


Another particular favorite of Elisabeth’s was the Jalna series, by Mazo de la Roche, which focuses on a Canadian family. Someone sent her the whole set, and this family saga might have given her some inspiration when she later wrote about the Bennett family.


Elisabeth wrote in Something about the Author: “I had favorite writers whom I imitated, and they were always on the adult side of the library. This earnest imitation was the best training I could have possibly had, because I tried so hard.”


NORTH QUINCY HIGH SCHOOL


The education she received at North Quincy High School, (grades seven though twelve) was exemplary, especially in the area of writing. Elisabeth was one of the first students to attend the new facility when it opened in 1927, entering as a seventh grader in 1928 and graduating with honors in 1934. North Quincy provided her with capable teachers, excellent tools, and a chance to use them often.


The curriculum included weekly theme writing for every student, regardless of their course of study. Elisabeth thrived under these requirements, and produced many excellent short stories, sharpening her skills with each assignment. “The English department of my high school was tough, demanding, and everyone, no matter what course, was expected to do a good deal of writing—no mercy was shown for poor spelling and punctuation.”


One of the first educators who played a part in nurturing Elisabeth Ogilvie, the writer, was Frank Smoyer, her English teacher. The first teacher who truly impressed her mother, he had come to North Quincy following his retirement as a university professor. He was an imposing figure—bald, with eyes greatly magnified behind his glasses—and was known to intimidate more than a few of his students. Elisabeth remembers one particular phrase he was fond of using: “I thought I had plumbed the depth of adolescent ignorance, but I was wrong.”


Mr. Smoyer’s manner could be disquieting. Elisabeth describes an average day in his classroom this way: “He walked up and down the aisles very silently … he smelled heavily of tobacco. He had a blue pencil, and you’d feel him standing behind you looking over your shoulder; I didn’t get the blue pencil, but some people did.”


Mr. Smoyer was the first to teach her how to delve into novels and analyze their content and themes. For her biography in Twentieth Century Authors, Elisabeth wrote, “we had to write fairly adult analyses of the books we read, taking apart their structure and their methods of characterization. I believe my first lessons in technique for writing novels were learned in those days.” Another advantage of North Quincy was its top-caliber literary magazine, The Manet (from the Latin meaning “It remains”). “I have never [since] seen a high school publication with such near-professional material in it,” Elisabeth recalls. “In a six-year high school, all grades were encouraged to contribute.” Elisabeth contributed many poems, articles, and short stories to the magazine, exploring different styles and genres. Her affinity for environment was developed early on, as well as her ear for dialogue.


By the twelfth grade, Elisabeth was comfortable writing both fiction and nonfiction, as demonstrated in an interview she conducted with fellow student Noyes Farmer. As part of an assignment, Elisabeth and Noyes interviewed British heartthrob Dennis King at the Ritz-Carlton. Elisabeth had written the questions but became so embarrassed and tongue-tied in the presence of the famous singer that Noyes had to read the questions to Mr King while Elisabeth wrote down the answers.


Elisabeth went on to become an editor in charge of submissions from the junior school. As an editor she had to learn how to be critical of others’ work in a constructive manner. She also had to learn to write for a deadline, an important skill that served her well in later years.


Mr. Smoyer believed in Elisabeth’s ability and encouraged her to write for The Manet. Knowing how high his standards were added to her feeling of accomplishment. Mr. Smoyer would mention certain alumni who had become writers, and said once to Elisabeth, “contrary to most of them, you seem to know what you’re talking about.” This was high praise for the fledgling writer. He also remarked, “She should go to Barnard, but she’ll do all right without.” With the support of Mr. Smoyer, Elisabeth admits, she was “a gone goose.” After her first story appeared in The Manet, she turned out a short piece every two weeks. It was an ideal outlet for her creative energies during this crucial stage, and she wrote poems and stories for The Manet from eighth grade through her senior year. (Summaries of some of her early short stories are included in Chapter 20). Elisabeth felt so grateful for Mr. Smoyer’s influence that in later years she sent him a copy of each of her books for as long as he lived.
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