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INTRODUCTION





  I was raised in New England, born into families with deep roots here. My parents are both hearty and hale, complex and straightforward, much like the climate in which they were raised, and in which they raised me. They grew up on the ocean in Rhode Island to hardworking families and worked hard themselves, quahogging in their own skiffs and generally messing about in boats. That they ended up dairy farming in the lush hills of Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom isn’t so ironic, considering their rural New England heritage.




  Before our move to the Green Mountains, I spent my first decade in Little Rhody. I recall hearing from my folks all about its global significance, despite its diminutive size. And I remember reading a sign explaining something called “The Great Swamp Fight”—never has a phrase been so evocative to me. It continues to intrigue me, even after all these years.




  The New England of my childhood is remarkably the same as that of my adulthood—it is still largely a rural place of rolling fields, close-cropped in summer; of cows in pastures; of hot-sand beaches and rolling surf; of old stone walls and historic markers; of the clank of rigging on masts in small fishing harbors; of rows of dinghies jostled by a lobster boat’s slow wake; of the spiced scent of oak and maple leaves, all colors, drying in the autumn sun; of the late-fall crunch of acorns underfoot; of shoveling paths in the snow, to the barn from the house, well before sunrise.




  New England is a place of watching the Red Sox with Grandma, while Yaz rounded third and headed for home; of taking long Sunday rides with my parents and little brother (I won’t mention the lollipops he worked into my hair as I dozed in the backseat) while my father said, “I know just where we are. . . .” Much of the time he did, but the times he didn’t were richer, for not only did he take the ribbing well, but we all surveyed the undiscovered countryside of those Sunday rides, each of us finding some new detail to mull over as we headed back home to feed and milk the cows.




  But not before we happened upon a new ice-cream stand, each one somehow better than the previous week’s discovery. And that brings me to another New England truth—it’s home to the best ice cream you’ll find anywhere. And chowder. And lobster, johnnycakes, maple syrup, pies, beef stew with dumplings—maybe not gritty, but darn tasty. Perhaps I’m biased. . . .




  And what’s more, New England is known and loved the world over. Just mention the phrase “New England” or “Maine lobster” or “Rhode Island clamcakes” or “Vermont’s Northeast Kingdom” in a room full of folks from the Midwest or the Deep South or the West Coast or Australia, for that matter, and you’ll have the attention of everyone in the room—and you’ll see wistful looks and hear yearning in their voices. That’s because in addition to a long and fascinating history that in one way or another touches everyone in the United States, New England also offers the promise of a simpler, humbler time.




  Here in rural New England, houses still wear white clapboards, general stores still get the bulk of your shopping business, backyard gardens are the rule and not the exception, and county fairs still hold livestock in higher esteem than midway attractions.




  New England also represents the country’s first frontier. Long before settlers dared venture west, they traveled north from their coastal settlements to the rugged terrain of northern New England—Vermont’s Green Mountains, New Hampshire’s Whites, the Longfellow Mountains in Maine. It is from these intrepid, hardy folk that the well-known Yankee traits of frugality, resourcefulness, and, yes, even suspicion of strangers arise.




  I now find myself on the coast in New England, having somewhat reversed the northern journey of my youth, but I count myself beyond fortunate to have grown up in a place where I was the one who fetched the cows from the pasture, who searched for the one overdue old girl, only to find she had calved by herself in the same stand of pines they all seemed to use for that noble purpose, close by that bend in the river where I fished with my brother.




  And this rich experience I would have been denied had that irrepressible frontier spirit, that Yankee urge to go it alone and build a better life not been passed to my parents, and so, on to me, distilled down through the centuries from those early intrepid New England settlers.
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  For the neophyte, New England is a region made up of the six most northeastern states in the United States, among them the smallest in the nation: Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Vermont, New Hampshire, and Maine. Geographically, it represents the United States in microcosm, with its broad rolling farmland, raw rugged peaks, lush river valleys, thick old forests, and a varied, bold coastline.




  Superlatives abound here: New Hampshire’s Mount Washington, the highest point in New England, boasts the world’s highest recorded wind speed (231 miles per hour) and is the official home of the world’s worst weather; Maine’s Acadia is the most visited national park in the United States (with north of 2 million visitors each year); Vermont produces more maple syrup than anywhere else in the United States (a million gallons per annum); and Yankee lobstermen supply more of the tasty crustacean to the world than any other seafaring set (nearly 100 million pounds per year).




  New England came by its name from Captain Smith’s 1614 expedition to the New World, where he spent several months exploring the coast. On his return to England, he worked up a map on which he labeled this region as New Albion, or New England. The name stuck.




  The term “Yankee” is a little more difficult to pin down. Most frequently, though, in each of its many derivations and definitions, it refers to someone from New England. During the French and Indian War, a British general used the term, with a sneer, in reference to native New Englanders. The name stuck and is worn with pride (although it has been usurped by a certain ball club in hopes of gaining extra credit through geographic proximity—sorry, chums, it’s the Red Sox or none). Anyone descended of Yankee stock knows they carry within them a little something special worth crowing about.




  New England is also home to a variety of Native American tribes, among them the Abenaki, Narragansett, Mohegan, Passamaquoddy, Wampanoag, and Penobscot tribes, whose greatest gifts to the early settlers, ironically, would also ultimately prove to be the tribes’ undoing. Despite being given ample reasons to behave otherwise, the Indians, largely trusting and noble, were also selflessly generous with their knowledge, food, tools, and land. Without their assistance, the Pilgrims would have surely starved, and their fragile grip on the rocky shores of the New World would have failed. And so, we stand on the shoulders of giants.
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  In this book, I have covered the years from roughly 1620 to 1950. Selecting these gritty historic moments, while a pleasure, was no easy task, solely because there were hundreds, if not thousands, from which to choose. And the reason for that is simple: New England is the cradle of the United States of America, the first region of this vast nation to be permanently occupied by European settlers. It has been here a long, long time, and some of these stories will be familiar to readers (even if they are “from away” or “flatlanders,” as old swamp Yankees like to say).




  Though there’s a hearty helping of gritty tales about each of the evocative occupations mentioned in the title—bootleggers, lobstermen, and lumberjacks—this book also offers a diverse selection of historic moments that, collectively, I hope will illustrate for the reader the varied hardships the early settlers met with courage and overcame with humility. I hope the reader will also gain a better understanding of the impressive place that is New England, and of the impressive people who choose to live here.




  This is a work of nonfiction, though I have added dialogue and supporting characters when resource materials were less than fulfilling. In many instances, firsthand information and eyewitness accounts vanished when those involved died. The facts—locations, dates, times, and more—are correct to the best of an amateur historian’s research abilities. Maintaining the inherent integrity of the events has been my foremost task, and careful research has gone into grounding each chapter in the solid New England bedrock of fact. The temptation to push and pull each story was slight, as these tales are full of themselves and needed little enhancement.




  Indeed, the history of New England brims with true tales of desperate days when Indians and settlers battled for dominion over this rocky but fertile region; where, on hardscrabble hill farms, folks turned their hands to anything that might yield a profit and help put food on the table, from tending beasts to logging to high-stakes cross-border runs smuggling illicit alcohol, livestock, and other goods—and always, it seems, with musket fire whizzing by and the law in high dudgeon.




  At one time the great forests of northern New England were filled with tough men engaged in dangerous work for low wages. They faced long hours and stretches of isolation that often resulted in tragedy: In winter, lake ice would give way, and men and horses dragging log-laden sledges would plunge into hundreds of feet of cold, black water, never to be seen again. And come spring, massive log drives sometimes resulted in jams that flooded towns and ripped out roads, bridges, and railroad tracks.




  And lest we forget, the rocky New England coastline hosted numerous pirates through the centuries, among them Captains Kidd and Black-beard. But it’s the day-to-day seafarers who deserve our awe: They had more to fear from the sea itself than from burgling buccaneers. These hard-weathered people risked life and limb to face the Sisyphean task of dragging a living from a danger-filled sea that delivered freak storms, roiling surf, jagged, hidden obstacles, and dense, weeklong fog banks. And they did this as they plied the waters of what has been called the most unforgiving stretch of coastline in the world, with untold numbers of shipwrecks serving as a constant reminder of the dangers that awaited them.




  Colonial patriots fought starvation and disease and crossed mountains and swamps to oust the British from their brave, new country. Brutal nor’easters hammered coastal villages and cities, claiming hundreds of lives and sinking scores of ships in a single night. Witch trials killed dozens of innocents by imprisonment, hanging, and crushing. And Prohibition’s coastal and border rumrunners risked all they had—and then some—for fun and profit while machine-gun fire stippled the night in the heat of high-speed boat rides and hot-pursuit car chases.




  So, if you define gritty in part as showing courage, resolve, and pluck in one’s daily life, of being tough and uncompromising in the face of adversity, of showing humility as a matter of course rather than choice, then yes, most definitely, you’ll find there’s grit to spare when mining the rocky hills of New England’s past. Let’s get digging. . . .




  —Matthew P. Mayo


  Coastal Maine


  Winter 2010
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  PILGRIMS’ PROGRESS


  (1620)





  After two months at sea, the overcrowded ship Mayflower arrives in the New World late in November 1620. The crossing is fraught with storms, births, a death, a cracked beam, and one passenger being washed overboard in a gale (though he grabs a rope and is saved). The winter brings more disease—scurvy, pneumonia, tuberculosis—and ample hardship. Before the Pilgrims’ first winter is over, more than half of the 102 souls will be dead. Welcome to the New World.
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  The wooden shovel snapped again, right at the base of the oft-repaired shaft, and with it, Isaac Allerton snapped and sank to his knees in the muddied snow. Two men rushed to his side and tried to lift him by the elbows, but he lashed out, slapping and waving his arms, pushing them away and shouting, “Where is our God? Why does He allow this?”




  The men looked away from him and shook their heads. Only when Allerton fell to the sullied earth did he allow himself to be dragged from the burial ground atop the rock-solid slope the weary settlers had chosen.




  And it was here that he would bury his dear wife, Mary, who had given birth to a stillborn son just the day before, on February 25, 1621. He was now the sole parent to their two surviving children, Bartholomew and Remember. Their servant boy, young John Hooke, for whom he had felt a fatherly responsibility, had also died earlier in the year.




  “Come, Isaac. If we are to prevent this from happening, we must attend to the needs of the others. There are so few of us who are capable now. . . .” John Carver’s voice trailed away on the stiff wind off the Atlantic.




  These people had elected him as their governor, but that had been in November, when they had landed, and that seemed a lifetime ago. He, too, wished this had turned out differently. He was so tired. Never in all his days in England—before he left for the Netherlands with the others, bad as the persecution might have been—had he thought that he could feel so unaffected by death.




  Carver looked down at the shroud covering the dead woman and her dead newborn son. Theirs were the fifteenth and sixteenth deaths this month alone. In December there had been six; in January, eight. Each month the death tolls had risen. What would March bring? At this rate, few of them would be alive by the time the trees put forth their spring leaves.




  Allerton’s rage was understandable, thought Carver, facing the gaunt faces of the men gathered to help with the burial. But surely they should not question their fealty to Him. As if in response to his thoughts, Allerton rose from the ground, filthy with snow, with mud caked to his rag-wrapped legs. He spoke in a voice strong with anger and defiance: “Is it God’s will that all of these good people die? Is that what our God teaches us?”




  Carver sighed and closed his eyes. “You are a man in the grip of deep grief,” he said. “We understand if you don’t feel the fullness of devotion. But neither do we expect to hear blasphemy.”




  “I tell you, we have not seen the last of the deaths!” Allerton’s face shook with anger. “Women, children, babies, men—it does not matter. The scurvy, pneumonia, and abominable conditions in which we live have rendered life here a fruitless endeavor.”




  “That is enough, Brother Allerton. The people gathered here do not need to hear such hopeless talk.” John Carver stared at the thin man with eyes of flint and a tight-set jaw. He saw in that stretched face the depth of his grief and knew that any spark of hope the man might have had for his future had been extinguished with the passing of his wife and child.




  “Go now,” he said, “And rest. We will dig this grave and summon you when it is time.”




  But Isaac Allerton did not move, except to shake his head slowly back and forth, the hopelessness of the situation rendering him and those around him more heartsick with each passing second. The wind on that day in late February sliced like knives of the coldest steel as it penetrated to the hearts and bones of the religious pilgrims. So many deaths, they thought. When will it end . . . when we are all dead?
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  Susanna White dreaded going back into the low, dank common house designated for care of the sick. She dreaded it, and yet she knew it was her duty to help those afflicted with scurvy and worse. Bad as it might be, though, it was much better than the hold of the Mayflower. They had spent two cramped months in the belly of the boat, with no privacy, no protection from death and disease, and no respite from the unending rise and crash of the ocean swells. They had crossed the Atlantic in pursuit of a better life, but it had not been a better life—at least not yet. In February she had lost her husband, William White, father of her two sons, five-year-old Resolved and little Peregrine, who was born in the harbor at Provincetown—the first babe born in the new land.




  [image: Mayflower approaching land. After a late start, the overcrowded Mayflower’s two months at sea were fraught with storms, sickness, births, a death, a cracked beam, and one passenger being washed overboard (though he grabbed a rope at the last second and was saved). The ship arrived in the New World in late November 1620—and then the Pilgrims’ hardships really began. Courtesy Library of Congress]




  Now it was June, and she was married to Edward Winslow, whose own wife had died in March, nearly a month to the day after William’s passing. Susanna’s marriage to Edward was the first in the New World. He was a good man, kindly in his ways, a leader of men, which was apparent from the counsel others begged of him. And of utmost importance to her, he was fond of her boys.




  Of the more than fifty people in their group, nearly half were too ill to do much more than cough and moan. Including herself, eight people were tending the sick, while those men who could muster the strength were ashore, cutting down trees and dragging them without the benefit of beasts of burden. She saw the men dragging logs half a mile to the beach, where they would be cut into lumber. Each log represented more payment on the loan the pilgrims undertook in order to make the journey. Their contract had promised lumber, dried fish, and furs for a period of seven years.




  Susanna did not see how they could meet those terms, for they were made when there were more than a hundred people committed to the plan. Now, however, less than half that number were left alive. She drew in another gulp of fresh air and, ducking down, pushed aside the heavy layers of fabric that served as the wattle-and-daub structure’s door.




  The air inside stifled her. The stink of open sores that would not heal, of human waste, of the same breath passing from one to another and back again was outdone only by the sounds that rattled inside the sick space. Ragged, hacking coughs and moans met her.




  “Another died today,” said young Priscilla Mullins in a low, solemn whisper. Susanna paused and nodded, her hand on the young woman’s shoulder. She had given up asking who the dead were, for she knew them all and it was never made easier.
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  During an arduous two-month journey across the frigid Atlantic in late autumn, many of the 102passengers became afflicted with scurvy, pneumonia, and tuberculosis. Conditions were cramped, and the Mayflower’s scant foodstores had become rotten and moldy in the ship’s hold. As it was, the provisions were barely adequate for the planned number of passengers, let alone the dozens of extra passengers it carried.




  The Pilgrims (a term not widely used in reference to these settlers until 1820) made their first landfall in the New World on November 20, 1620, at Cape Cod, in what is now Provincetown Harbor. They ventured ashore and discovered an empty Indian village, where they unearthed stores of corn buried in mounds. The settlers proceeded to steal the corn (for eating and for planting the next year) and looted the wigwams of various useful implements and items. And in searching for more corn, they destroyed burial mounds and then looted the graves. They claimed the providence of God as justification for their actions and vowed that they would repay all in good time. The Indians were not impressed.




  A month later, on December 21, 1620, the first of several landing parties set foot at what became known as Plymouth Plantation, but what the local Indians, the Wampanoags, called Patuxet, a village abandoned three years before, following a smallpox epidemic brought on by European traders. Several of the residences still contained unburied corpses.




  That first winter was a brutal time for the Mayflower passengers. Various illnesses beset them. The unexpected severe winter weather caused them further woe and hampered efforts to fell trees and build shelters, and the men spent their working days soaked and freezing. By the following November, the date of the first “Thanksgiving,” just 53 of the initial 102 people who made the journey from England were left alive. Of them, only four were adult women.




  Susanna Winslow’s second child, Peregrine White, was the first English child born to this group of settlers, and the first white child born in what came to be known as New England. Priscilla Mullins lost her parents and brother on the journey to the New World, and in the spring of 1621, she wed fellow Pilgrim John Alden. Theirs was the third marriage in the New World. Isaac Allerton became forefather to two U.S. presidents: Zachary Taylor and Franklin D. Roosevelt. Allerton’s daughter, Mary, outlived all the original Mayflower passengers, dying in 1699 in Plymouth, Massachusetts, at the age of eighty-three.




  The local Indian tribes, though harshly treated by earlier expeditions from Europe, were nonetheless responsible for the survival of the settlers of Plymouth Plantation. Their strongest native ally, Tisquantum, better known as Squanto, had been captured in 1605 with others of his tribe and brought to Europe for sale as a slave. Squanto learned English and became an indispensable friend to the Pilgrims, settling with them at Plymouth. The colony probably would not have survived without his assistance. Squanto helped the colonists negotiate peace with local native tribes and taught them how to catch fish and plant crops, the results of which enabled the settlers to survive that vicious first winter.




  Within a few years, however, subsequent European settlers demanded more land and resources from the Indians for little or no remuneration. In time, the Indians’ trust was repaid with hard treatment as outcasts and second-class citizens in their native land.
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  DUNGEON ROCK


  (1658)





  Pirate Thomas Veal outfoxes British officers by hiding in a cave near Lynn, Massachusetts, where he lives for years, guarding his treasure—until the Great Earthquake of 1658 buries him alive. People will search for his treasure for centuries.
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  The two young lads, Lucas Harlow and Jory Whetherby, walked side by side on the dark lane along the Saugus River, heading out of town and home toward their families’ neighboring farms. Over their shoulders they each swung a burlap sack full of early apples, their laughter interrupted only by their crunching of the crisp fruit.




  “You eat another one, Jory, and you’ll turn into a horse.”




  Jory whinnied and laughed through a mouthful of apple, spraying the mash at his friend, but Lucas had stopped short in the worn lane. He put a hand on Jory’s chest, lowered his sack of apples to the ground, and held up a quieting finger to his mouth. Jory looked to where his friend pointed. There, in a band of shifting moonlight across the mouth of the Saugus River, sat a bold dark ship at anchor.




  They looked at each other and then crouched down. Creeping close to the riverbank, they hid behind a boulder. The ship seemed blacker than the lining of Parson Schenkler’s frock coat, darker than the bottom of the rock-lined wolf pits at midnight, just up the road from the harbor—but not black enough to disguise the soft smack of the rigging and the creaking of the ship as it rode the tidal swells rolling in. The ship flew no flags atop its masts.




  “Pirates?” said Jory.




  Lucas didn’t answer, for it seemed impossible that Lynn, Massachusetts, would be overrun by pirates on that stiflingly still August evening of 1658. But it was.




  Though it was not yet fully dark, the boys watched with growing dread as a longboat from the ship’s rail was lowered into the water, followed by a stout-looking wood-and-steel chest that caused the men on the ropes to strain and grunt. Then four men silently rowed the bobbing craft up the Saugus River until they reached the Iron Works.




  [image: DUNGEON ROCK, LYNN. HIRAM MARBLE EXCAVATOR OF DUNGEON ROCK THE FAITH IS FOUNDED ON A ROCK Dungeon Rock, Lynn, Massachusetts. Pirate Thomas Veal lived for a time in the network of caves in the forest at Lynn, Massachusetts, guarding an alleged treasure—until the Great Earthquake of 1658 buried him alive. People have searched for his treasure ever since. Courtesy Library of Congress]




  Full dark soon descended over the harbor like a cloak, and the boys scooped up their sacks. Before bolting home, they ran to the nearest house to unburden themselves of this exciting but frightening news. Within hours, cottages in the little town were abuzz with fear and speculation. Men sat before their cold fireplaces, rifles laid across their laps.




  They didn’t have long to wait for answers. Early the following morning, workers at the Saugus Iron Works found a note pinned to the door. Its contents were plainly written and consisted of a request for shackles, hatchets, shovels, and other implements. Silver coins were promised as compensation. More out of curiosity than commerce, the workers fulfilled the requests, and the silver was left at the specified secret location. And to the satisfaction of all involved, pirates included, this procedure was repeated several times over the following months—until someone in town grew fearful and notified British soldiers garrisoned nearby.




  The troops tracked down the pirates to a campsite in a glen near the river, and the chase was on. Despite the difficult terrain, the soldiers caught up with three of the men within days. But a fourth pirate evaded capture, leading the soldiers on a wild chase through the woods, where they lost all trace of him.




  Luck smiled on the lone pirate, for he found safe refuge in the natural cave nearby in which he and his three fellows had hidden the laden chest just a short time earlier. The soldiers eventually gave up the chase, satisfied that the three they caught would suffice at a public hanging, and so they did.




  It was in this cave that the escaped pirate, Thomas Veal, lived. In time, he also worked from here as a member of the community, mending shoes and trading with the locals. He was treated with caution and regarded as harmless, though odd. He was, after all, an outlaw pirate living in a cave full of untold wealth not far from their town.
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  The first rumble rained hunks of jagged black rock down on Thomas Veal’s head. He had been sitting in the dark on the edge of the crude bunk on which he slept, deep beneath daylight, in the damnable cave where he had been forced to hide so long ago, when he had thought that he would have the last laugh, for the treasure would be all his.




  He recalled that he had searched in vain for the box of plunder. After a few days, he had been forced to admit the truth of what had happened: At least one of his three fellows must have absconded with the treasure before the soldiers came to the glen; otherwise, he would have found it long ago in this twisted, cramped network of dank cavities and dead ends.




  Veal moaned as yet another chunk of rock dropped on his head. He had awakened to the mighty rumbling, suddenly aware that someone, maybe the entire population of Lynn, was using gunpowder to blast him out of his cave!




  “Lord above, don’t let them do this to me! I have nothing!” He repeated this last assertion loud enough, he hoped, to be heard by whoever was trying to roust him from his adopted home. Then he yelled at the top of his lungs, “There is no treasure!”




  Many times he had snorted out loud in laughter at the thought of what he knew the townspeople believed—that he was sitting on the treasure deep in this cave. If that were the case, he wanted to ask them, why would I fix your footwear for a meager few coins? Why would I barter my labor for food and goods? Why, in the name of God, would I be living in a hole in the ground like a rat?




  But it hardly seemed funny now. If indeed he had a fortune in pirate gold, didn’t they think he would have been long gone from this dank hole in the ground? He pulled on his boots and made his way up the crude steps he had chipped into the hard rock. They led to the surface from the largest chamber in which he lived.




  With his left arm he braced himself against the wall; with his right arm he thrust aside the mat of woven branches that formed his door. He was nearly to the top, shouting, “No! No! Stop, I tell you!” when his world shook with the force of a thousand cannon volleys. And that’s when he knew this was not the work of mere gunpowder. At the same time, his right foot slipped off the outer edge of the top step, and he pitched back into the blackness below.




  He came to his senses, groggy and shaking in the dark, and clawed at the ground beneath him. It was the dry, dusty dirt and spiked rock of the cave floor. With great effort Veal coaxed his small fire to life and from that lit his oil lamp. He raised the lamp and looked toward the only way he knew out of the cave. But it was no longer there.




  [image: chpt_fig_001.png]




  “The man was a scoundrel hunted by the law, His Majesty’s forces.”




  “Yes, I know. But that does not mean we should leave him to die like a trapped rat, does it?” Jim Harlow shook his head and continued on, not concerned with how his neighbor felt about the outlaw-turned-shoe-mender who lived in a cave in the wilds of Lynn Forest.




  The neighbor, farmer Jedediah Whetherby, muttered a few choice oaths, but plowed through the waist-high brush just behind Harlow. Within minutes they arrived at the slight clearing where Harlow knew the cave to be located. Or at least he thought it was the spot. Never before had he seen such a changed landscape. “Jed, surely this isn’t the place. . . .”




  Beside him, his neighbor stood looking at what the earthquake had wrought: the tumble of rocks, some half as big as an ox, strewn about as if for fun. And in the midst of it all was the massive, house-size crag that had marked the entrance to the hermit pirate’s cave. Harlow scrambled over freshly scarred boulders, shouting, “Thomas Veal! Thomas Veal? Are you there?”




  “He’s dead, Jim.”




  “How can you be so sure?”




  “Look around you, man! Surely he was crushed by that.” Whetherby gestured at the massive, upended crag that had driven deep into the cave’s mouth and said, “There is no way a man could live through this, Jim. No way at all.” He let his arms drop to his sides.
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  Far below them, a small flame guttered and then collapsed in a wisp of smoke, and a broken, bleeding man leaned back against a rock and groaned in the dark.
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  For two hundred years following the Great Earthquake of 1658, the caves, and Veal’s trapped remains, went undisturbed. Then in the 1830s, two attempts to breach the caves were made with gunpowder, to no avail. In 1852 Hiram Marble and his family bought the five acres surrounding the caves, which had come to be known as Dungeon Rock. As a spiritualist, Marble believed that the spirits of the dead can communicate with the living. According to Marble, he had received word from the deceased Thomas Veal that excavating the caves would result in Marble’s guaranteed prosperity, with which he intended, at least in part, to help spiritualism gain a level of credibility it had thus far not achieved.




  Marble built a two-story home and assorted outbuildings at the entrance to the cave, and for fifteen years he and his son, Edwin, blasted and dug, bucket by bucket, into the cave, the seemingly random directions of their tunnelings determined by conversations Marble had with spirits. In 1868 Hiram died, and Edwin continued digging, expanding the bizarre network of tunnels, until his own death in 1880. Edwin is buried under a large piece of pink granite beside the cellar hole of his family home.




  Though various minor artifacts were found over the years, including a sword that the Marbles claimed belonged to the entombed pirate (refusing to believe townsfolk who admitted planting it there as a hoax), no treasure was ever unearthed.




  But in the intervening years, the land has given pleasure to more people than a trunk of doubloons ever could, for it is now part of an extensive municipal parkland known as Lynn Woods. In addition to tours of the tunnels of Dungeon Rock, the park includes the Rose Garden, the Stone Tower, and the Wolf Pits, used by seventeenth-century residents to rid the region of a large, voracious population of the reviled creatures.
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  THE GREAT SWAMP FIGHT


  (1675)





  On a frigid December day in 1675, 1,200 colonial militia, Pequot, and Mohegan warriors attack the Narragansetts at their fort deep in the heart of Rhode Island’s Great Swamp. More than three hundred women, children, and old people are shot, bludgeoned, and burned to death. The tribe regroups and vows to fight another day.
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  You cannot expect us to join Metacomet in this war. It is a war of death—death to our people. And it is a war he will lose!” Canonchet, sachem of the Narragansett tribe, bellowed his words, his nostrils flaring in anger.




  The woman to whom he spoke was the tall, black-haired Queen Wetamoo, at once proud and vain. So tall and daring was she that she seemed more like a warrior, unafraid of anything. She folded her arms and stared at him in defiance. The other women looked away, down at their babies, off toward the bark walls of the wigwams. Hers was embarrassing behavior for a woman of the tribe, though some secretly admired her open brazenness. But she was the wife of a sachem, of course, so that made all the difference. And her first husband, Wamsutta, had been chief of the Wampanoag tribe.




  Canonchet gathered together his robes tightly about himself and with a growl turned his back on the impertinent woman. Her eyes narrowed, and she half-grinned at her small triumph as she surveyed the few young warriors, old ones, and young women. She pulled her long wool coat about her face and left the wigwam.




  Outside, the wind had increased, and with it came the beginnings of another storm. Tiny pellets of snow, like frozen seeds, drove at her face. So, the bitter season had begun—to match our mood, she thought. She sighed and walked aimlessly toward the wall of upright logs, sharpened at the tops. The Narragansetts had hidden themselves deep within the Great Swamp on a five-acre hump of land surrounded by bare trees and thick undergrowth. Except during winter, when it was frozen, the swamp was a squelching mire that the English wouldn’t dare enter.




  Wetamoo stared into the snow. Why could they not see that joining with her brother-in-law, Metacomet, now sachem of the Wampanoags, was the only way to stop the English from stealing all of their land? Sitting here in the Narragansett fort in the middle of the Great Swamp was no way to pass the cold season, not with Metacomet in need of their help. She knew the ways of the Wampanoags better than anyone here. Pah, they did not see the forest for the trees.




  A shout from one of the young boys peering through gaps in the logs pulled her from her reverie. Several men had already hurried to his side. He pointed, directing their attention out beyond the wall at something. A deer? Surely, she thought, he could figure out how to pursue it himself.




  Still, something about the boy’s cries drew her closer to the growing knot of warriors, a mass of men huddled in their blankets and wraps.




  “I saw something move, I tell you the truth. Out there, beyond that largest oak.” Most of the men pressed their faces to the logs. What could the boy mean? Surely it was an animal.




  “Hunt it up, boy,” said Tamano, an older warrior who Wetamoo knew to be a gruff, uncouth man, but also one of the tribe’s best hunters. His remark brought laughter from the retreating men. When he turned and saw Wetamoo, the smile slid from his face. Another boy shouted, but his warnings were not of deer but of men.




  “The English! The English! They are coming to attack!” He retreated from the log wall as if it had bitten him. The men all rushed back to the wall and looked out through the spaces between logs. And their sudden shouts and dashes toward the village and up to the guard posts were all that Wetamoo needed to see. She, too, ran toward the wigwams, shouting warnings and thinking two steps ahead of herself. Lives would be lost this day, and she had to make sure they were not children’s lives.
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  The first shot heard in the enclosure caught Tamano in the eye. He stiffened for a moment before wavering and dropping to his knees. After exhaling his last breath, he fell sideways to the frozen ground. The screams of children being dragged from wigwams rose from the enclosure and were quickly drowned out by volley after volley of rifle shots cracking the crisp December air. Wetamoo watched as those of her tribe were cut down—the old, the young, it didn’t matter to the English.




  She gritted her teeth. The Narragansetts only wanted to be left alone—their only crime had been to give shelter to Metacomet’s young and old. Very few of their warriors had joined the fight. But she knew, even as she tried to usher her people out into the swamp, that it didn’t matter to the whites. The Europeans wanted all Indians dead or driven away. She realized then that they would never stop, never be satisfied with the land they had already taken. They wanted more, always more. When would there ever be enough to satisfy them? She knew that this day would crush the tribe’s spirit forever—unless she could do something about it. But what?




  The battle seemed to continue for hours. There were moments when the warriors had the upper hand, but then the English would advance. She was close enough at times to see the fear on the faces of the soldiers, some of them just boys. She did not care; if given the opportunity, she would draw their blood.




  As she ran at an English militiaman, her club held high, she saw her people fleeing, stumbling through tangles of dense trees. What would be out there for them in the swamp? Canonchet had chosen this spot well as a place of safety for all Narragansett tribe members to spend the hard winter. The knob on which they built was the only high, dry spot in the whole of the vast swamp. It was surrounded by downed trees, two of which they used as bridges to reach the fort. But they had not finished building it and would never do so now.




  Wetamoo lunged at the nearest soldier, driving him to the ground with a shout and a grunt. She grabbed for her knife, but it was hidden in the folds of her thick coat. The soldier swung an arm free from under him and pushed himself up, lifting her off his shoulder. The free arm arched upward, and the knuckles caught her full on the face. It burned, though she had felt worse from her husbands.




  As if to goad her into a deeper frenzy, a woman’s scream rose from a flaming wigwam but then ceased with a gunshot as abrupt as a slap. Beneath Wetamoo, the soldier shouted at her, punched her, kicked, bit, tried to buck her off, but she clung to him long enough to swing a length of branch as thick around as her forearm. She drove it straight down at his head. He tried to block the blow, but it was too late. She swung again and again, until only one unmoving eye stared up at her from a mask of gore, his body dead to the world.




  She pushed herself off him as other English soldiers ran by, some fleeing and some in pursuit of the Narragansett warriors. At that instant, the screams all about her seemed to increase, and flames rose high from hundreds of wigwams, scorching the few low, bare trees still left in the enclosure.




  To her right, a wigwam made of bark and branches began to smoke from a thrown torch. Wetamoo heard whimpering from within and dashed inside. In the dim interior, she found two children and an old woman, their grandmother. They were huddled in a far corner and partially hidden beneath a blanket and firewood she had dragged onto them.




  “Get up, old woman! You will die in here. They’re setting fire to the entire village!” But the old thing shook her head and bent even lower, pulling the two children tighter.




  Wetamoo growled and dragged the three of them to their feet. The smoke belched forth as the walls blossomed in blazing flames higher than their heads, spreading across the walls and ceiling with the speed of a gunshot. She hoisted the two children under her arms, snatched the old woman’s wrist, and dragged her through the flame-wreathed portal of the wigwam’s door.




  Black smoke rising from other burning shelters helped hide Wetamoo and her charges, but the screams of those trapped inside made her groan with heartsick compassion. She wanted to get these three away from the village and then go back for others trapped in the flaming wigwams. The old lady stumbled and tried to pull free of Wetamoo’s grip, but the young woman was strong and dragged the old crone, screeching, through the thick undergrowth.




  Ahead, she saw others of the tribe, running deep into the swamp, stumbling through the snow and frozen mounds of swamp grass. A near-naked child howled and groped his way back toward the flaming fort. Behind her the screams had lessened, but those that rose into the sky were the animal sounds of agony. She heard fewer shouts from the warriors now and knew that the militia soldiers would soon hunt down the rest of them, for it was clear to her they had no mercy, such was their hatred and fear of the Narragansett tribe.




  With what strength she had left, Wetamoo scooped up the screaming lone child and, with the others, hurried away from the horrid place and deep into the swamp, the bloom of anger and revenge rooting deep within her.
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  During the infamous King Philip’s War (Metacomet was also known as King Philip), on Sunday, December 19,1675,1,200 colonial militia, plus allied Pequot and Mohegan warriors, joined forces to confront the bay-dwelling Narragansetts at their swamp-surrounded fort near what is now South Kingstown, Rhode Island. The tribe was attacked from all sides, and more than six hundred wigwams were burned, many with their residents still inside. More than three hundred Narragansetts died that day, including women, children, and old people.
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“American history at its most violent and authentic.”

Howard Frank Mosher, award-winning-author of 4 Stranger in the Kingdom
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