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  Paintings

  Matinicus Breakwater

  Matinicus Island, 1912

  Roll Out the Barrel

  Rockland, 1913

  Splitting Cod and Yarns

  Monhegan Island, 1899

  The Skipper

  Headed for the fishing grounds, 1920

  Bringing Home the Herring

  Matinicus Island, 1913

  Setting the Seine

  Port Clyde, ca. 1940

  Seine Net Reels

  South Bristol, 1902

  Waterfront Fish House

  Vinalhaven, 1910

  Waiting for Trap Day

  Monhegan Island, 1899

  Lobster Smacks at McLoon’s Wharf

  Rockland, 1910

  The Herring Car

  Rockland, 1915

  The Mackerel SeinerLelia Tolman

  Vinahaven, 1910,

  Catch of the Day

  Aboard the D.H. Rivers, 1900

  Time Out on theMadeline and Flora

  Rockland, 1938

  TheJames A. Webster, at Webster Quarry

  Vinalhaven, 1901

  Lime Kiln at Rockport Harbor

  Rockport, 1894

  Back in Time

  Lermond Cove, Rockland, 1858

  C.M. Gilmoreat Boothbay Harbor

  Boothbay, 1909

  Rogue Wave on the Cora Cressy

  Bath, ca. 1904

  D.H. Rivers Running with the Wind

  On the Atlantic Ocean, 1900

  The Normandy Underway

  Off the eastern seaboard, 1885

  Barkentine Reine Marie Stewart on the St. George River

  Thomaston, 1919

  Winfield Schuster at the Icehouses

  Rockport, 1904

  The Mark Pendleton at Camden Harbor

  Camden, 1874

  The Little Dog Laughed to See Such Sport—Caulking the George W. Wells

  Camden, 1900

  Main Street Motif

  Rockland, 1875

  Ella Francis on Ice

  Rockland, 1904

  A Summer Day on the Bay

  Muscongus Bay, 1920

  Wyoming on the Ways

  Percy & Small Shipyard, Bath, Maine

  Paul Palmer on the Medomak

  Waldoboro, 1902

  R. Bowers with Friendship Sloop Chameleon

  Port Clyde, 1899

  The Sardine Carrier Medric and the Schooner Bowdoin

  East Boothbay, 1921

  The Wiwurna at Squirrel Island

  Boothbay, 1887

  The Mineola at Steamboat Dock

  Jameson & Wotton Wharf, Friendship, 1902

  Tillson’s Wharf

  Rockland, 1935

  The Tugboat Seguin

  Rockland, 1948

  View from the Second Tower

  Matinicus Rock Light, 1904

  Manana Fog Signal Station

  Manana Island, 1900

  Lifesaving Station at Whitehead Island

  St. George, 1876

  Starry, Starry Night at Seguin Island Light

  Off Popham Beach, 1902

  The decorative engravings are from early advertisements or from bills of landing used by nineteenth-century midcoast-Maine businesses.
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  Geography is destiny. This seems especially true of midcoast Maine, stretching from Bath to Belfast and the islands, bounded to the northwest by the 150-mile-long Kennebec River and to the east by the 350-mile-long Penobscot River, which empties into Penobscot Bay. In between are the St. George, Medomak, Damariscotta, and Sheepscot rivers, as well as myriad peninsulas, increasing water frontage by hundreds of miles and creating many sheltered harbors for settlement and industry. Four hundred years ago, European explorers found a coastline generously endowed with granite and a vein of limestone found nowhere else in the state. On the shores, and inland, trees provided lumber to build houses and ships.

  The waters themselves were thick with fish, from small sardines to 200-pound codfish, that prospered on a rich brew of phytoplankton and algae in Penobscot Bay and the fishing grounds around Monhegan and Matinicus islands.

  The rock, the timber, and the fish, combined with the sweat on the brow and the frozen fingers of working watermen, made many Maine fortunes. Even the frigid Maine winters were bountiful in their own way, producing the frozen gold of ice.

  The first settlement in Maine that was not a fishing outpost was Popham Colony, founded by English settlers in 1607 at the mouth of the Kennebec just below Phippsburg. During a brutal winter of skirmishes with the Native Americans and struggles with the cold and food shortages, half the settlers returned to England. The rest sailed back the following fall on the 30-ton pinnace Virginia of Sagadahoc, the first ship built by the English in the New World, and recounted their ordeals so vividly that no one ventured to those shores again until the Pilgrims, in the 1620s.

  The first permanent settlement, a 210-acre island five miles from Boothbay called Damariscove, sustained a year-round industry fishing for and drying cod. In 1622, when the Pilgrims were facing starvation during their second winter, they sent to Damariscove for help. They then began traveling there regularly, eventually establishing a fur-trading route up the Kennebec and earning cash to repay their creditors in London.

  The Pemaquid Colony, at the end of the Bristol peninsula, was founded in 1610 as a codfishing center and quickly became an important trade center. Four forts were built there over the decades, and a fifth structure, a replica of Fort William Henry, stands there today. The earliest fortifications were demolished during the French and Indian Wars. English settlers along the Maine coast suffered greatly during that eighty-five-year conflict. By 1691 all the English settlements had been depopulated, except for York, Wells, Kittery, and Appledore Island, at the extreme southern end of the Maine coast.

  British forces captured Quebec in 1759 and brought an end to the hostilities. The last Indian raid in the midcoast area occurred in Friendship in 1758. Britain’s victory over the French and their Indian allies brought them land and important fishing rights in the Gulf of Maine and Canadian Maritimes, stimulating a resurgence of fishing and coastal trade in the region.

  Thomaston was established as a trading post in 1630. Nearly a hundred years later, the old trading post was remodeled into a stockaded fort, protected by two blockhouses and patrolled by large Newfoundland dogs brought by Irish and Scottish emigrants from Canada. By 1762, 174 permanent settlers lived on the St. George River between Thomaston and Port Clyde. Around 1840, two of the seven recorded millionaires in the United States were shipbuilder/owners from Thomaston.

  Bath, originally part of the failed colony of Georgetown, was incorporated as a city in 1847 and by the mid-1850s had become the nation’s fifth-largest seaport. More than the French and Indian War and the War of 1812 that preceded it, the Civil War had an impact on maritime Maine. Of the two hundred merchantmen captured by Southern “raiders,” nearly a third had been built in Maine. Fishing fleets stayed ashore, and commerce between the North and the South came to a halt.

  It was not until the late 1870s that communities started to take the place of settlements. As the coastal region grew with the fisheries and shipbuilding, a diversified but closely interconnected economy sprang up around the new markets these industries generated. Boats were needed to fish, and lumber was needed for boats, as well as for firing the kilns that produced lime (also known as quicklime) from limestone and for building the barrels in which fish and lime were carried and stored. Steamboats were need to transport people and cargo, and by the time the canning industry had followed the fish, the coast of Maine was a very busy place.

  Other New England states had boats and fisheries, but they didn’t have limestone or granite, or the new confidence and shipbuilding skills vouchsafed to the people of Maine. Maine built more ships by total tonnage than any other state on the East Coast, and by 1855, a third of the vessels produced in the United States were built there. Down-easters from midcoast Maine carried miners to the California goldfields, ice to India, and wheat to Europe. Of the ninety clipper ships that were launched in Maine, ten were built in Rockland. Of the fifty-eight five-masted schooners built in New England, forty-five were built by five shipbuilders in Waldoboro, Camden, and Bath.

  The maritime history of midcoast Maine has strong, abiding roots.
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  The legendary abundance of fish in Maine waters was well documented by early explorers. To what was this bounty due? The answer lies at the bottom of the ocean. The Atlantic Ocean is divided into three geological areas. The continental shelf, the smallest and shallowest, averages a little more than 400 feet in depth. The shelf deepens slowly to become the slope, occupying about 15 percent of the total area of the shelf and containing cliffs, gorges, and jagged mountain peaks. The rest of the ocean is the abyss. Pitch-dark, four to five miles deep and alien, it encompasses the largest part of the ocean.

  Off the Maine coast, one of these underwater mountains rises 13,000 feet, near Newfoundland. As it rises, the water depth in places becomes as shallow as 200 to 400 feet, creating some of the richest fishing grounds on the East Coast. Such underwater plateaus, known as banks, include the Grand Bank, off Newfoundland and comprising more than 40,000 square miles; the Georges Bank, occupying more than 10,000 square miles, off Massachusetts; and the Monhegan Banks, among others. Sunlight penetrates these shallow waters and supports photosynthesis in marine algae and seaweeds. These create a feeding ground for bottom fish, which in turn attract the larger fish that feed on them. Other important fish, such as herring, mackerel, and pogies,are surface eaters, dining on plankton and algae. A mix of cold and warm water currents over Maine’s continental shelf also provides a rich area of fish foods.
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  Tarring lobster pot heads and trawl line. The man on the right is pulling the line through a wringer after it has been dipped in hot tar to preserve it. Monhegan, 1901. COURTESY OF MARY HOWLAND

  The abundance of fish brought industry to coastal Maine, and many shorefront villages prospered from the labors of working fishermen and the marine businesses that supported them. State and national legislation has been helping to promote healthy fish and lobster stocks for one hundred and fifty years.

  Ships were needed to catch fish, so the shipbuilding business grew, along with sailmakers’ lofts and lumberyards. Fish-packing plants were needed to dry and salt the fish, before the era of canning and refrigeration, and coopers built barrels to ship the fish.

  The advent of canning factories in the early 1800s brought wealth and jobs to the water-front. Here in the midcoast area, sardine-canning factories were located in Port Clyde, Rockland, Camden, Belfast, Boothbay, and Vinalhaven. Tin and solder to produce the cans were in demand, along with sardine carriers and larger boats to carry the products to city markets.

  The three biggest fisheries in Maine were cod, herring, and lobster.
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  Who says fishing is a man’s job? Here, a woman “rusticator” on Great Pond Island in the Muscle Ridge Channel shows off her catch of the day. COURTESY OF DICK CARVER

  Cod

  Cod were an integral part of the early history and economic development of New England and the Maritime Provinces of Canada. For hundreds of years, no other fish was as important. Cod’s reign began when the Vikings traveled from Norway to Iceland and then on to Greenland and Canada around A.D. 985. They lived on cod fillets dried in the winter air, breaking off pieces to chew.

  In 1497, John Cabot, an Italian navigator sailing under the English flag, was looking for a new source of spices. The rocky coastline he discovered was good for salting and drying cod, which he found to be plentiful. Thirty-seven years later, when Jacques Cartier arrived at the mouth of the St. Lawrence River, he was surprised to encounter more than a thousand Basque fishing vessels.

  In Maine, two of Captain John Smith’s ships began fishing off Monhegan in 1614. Believing the fisheries would become a source of wealth greater than gold, Captain Smith sent forty thousand pounds of dried cod back to Spain and built eight more ships. In the seventeenth century, New England traded salt cod for salt, fruit, and wine in Europe, and for sugar, spices, salt, cotton, and tobacco in the West Indies. Cod was a major commodity in this “golden triangle of trade.” Slaves were brought from Africa to the South and the West Indies to work the plantations that produced sugar and molasses. To keep down expenses, the slaves were fed poor-quality salt cod from New England. It was an unfortunate era for the New England salt-cod merchants who were complicit in slavery, purchasing slaves from West Africa with cured cod. As part of the triangle, Boston rum was made from sugar and molasses imported from the West Indies.

  
    Matinicus Breakwater

    Matinicus Island, Maine, 1912

    Oil, 19 inches by 26 inches

    Matinicus lies below Vinalhaven in the outermost reaches of the vast Penobscot Bay (on the East Coast, only Chesapeake Bay is larger). Situated twenty-three miles from Rockland, the remote island is two miles long and has but one good harbor. Today, the ferry from Rockland runs to Matinicus once a month from November through March, three times a month in April, May, and October, and four times a month from June through September.

    Penobscot Indians paddled out to the island in canoes to fish, hunt seals, and gather birds’ eggs. Matinicus was first settled by Europeans in 1751, when it became the focus of territorial feuds with the Native Americans. The 1790 census recorded five households there. By 1840 seven smokehouses were operating on the island, processing the abundant herring. By 1850, fifteen families called Matinicus home and operated twenty-two fishing boats from its then-unprotected harbor. Not until 1911 did the state build the breakwater to provide some protection from ocean swells.

    Islanders built a few small sloop-rigged boats, dories, and double-enders (peapods) for their own use, but since lumber had to be brought over from the mainland, Matinicus never became a shipbuilding center.
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    Roll Out the Barrel

    Rockland, Maine, 1913

    Oil, 20 inches by 30 inches

    Rockland was once a center for groundfishing as well as lobstering. In this scene, barrels of salted and dried cod are being loaded from the fish pier into the hold of the schooner barge Penny Pack. While the cargo hook is metal, alder branches are used as hoops to hold the barrel staves together. The Penny Pack was 177.6 feet long and was built in Norwalk, Connecticut.

    Rockland, part of Thomaston until 1848, was named for the limestone that was quarried there, a key element of Rockland’s century-long prosperity. Lime kilns dotted the harbor, and the remains of some can still be seen today. A fleet of schooners carried the lime to Boston and New York.

    Rockland’s protected U-shaped harbor attracted other industries as well. Scallopers and lobster boats kept several fish- processing and -packing plants busy, and sardine-canning factories were also once located on the waterfront.

    At the end of Tillson Avenue, the Eastern Steamship Company operated local ferries to Vinalhaven and North Haven and provided passenger service from Boston as far up the Maine coast as Bar Harbor. In 1893, the collector of customs at Rockland recorded 609 foreign sailing vessels and 4,047 coastwise sailing vessels stopping in this port.

    Two lighthouses stand on either side of the entrance into the harbor. The Rockland Breakwater Light was built in 1902, at the end of the recently completed breakwater. On the opposite shore, the Owls Head Light has been continuously lighting the way since 1825.

  

  In 1783, a government treaty secured a bounty of five cents a quintal (100 pounds) of dried cod. Some thirty cod-fishing vessels employed about 120 men at that time. By 1792, a new treaty gave an increased bounty to vessels at sea for at least four months every year. The allowance was $1.50 a ton for vessels up to thirty tons, and $2.50 for larger vessels. In the early 1800s, bounties increased again.

  Cod brought two hundred years of prosperity to the coast of Maine. Almost every coastal and island village had its fishing industry. By 1860, there were 4,607 fishermen in Maine, more than in any other state in the nation, and by 1880, the number had risen to 8,100. The Civil War marked the end of the cod-fishing era. When Congress terminated the seventy-five-year-old bounty system in 1866, the cod fishery decreased by more than 50 percent in just five years. By 1900, only six Maine vessels were fishing for cod, out of a total of 560 vessels employed in New England in the cod and mackerel fisheries.
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  The Lane and Libby Fish Drying Yard was started in 1880 and became one of the largest fish-curing plants in Maine, handling seven to eight million pounds of fish annually. Vinalhaven, 1900. COURTESY OF THE VINALHAVEN HISTORICAL SOCIETY

  
    Coopers

    Coopers were barrel-makers, and on the waterfront of midcoast Maine, barrels, or casks, were in great demand. Fish were salted and shipped in barrels, lobsters were shipped in barrels, and when limestone was processed into lime, it was shipped in barrels. Lime kilns in the Rockland-Thomaston area alone shipped 400,000 casks of lime in 1835, and it is impossible to accurately account for the thousands of barrels used by herring and cod fishermen, lobstermen, and fish-processing factories.

    Water-powered sawmills cut logs into lumber for staves and heads and delivered them to the cooper. A cooper could make fifteen to twenty casks a day by hand, averaging perhaps three thousand a year.

    Finished barrels were piled on horse-drawn hayracks that could carry as many as 150 at a time. It was a long, slow trip delivering the bulky load.

    The wooden barrel staves were sawed to proper length and width, with beveled inside edges. The staves were set up in an iron hoop used as a mold, with the bottom ends resting on the floor. The upper ends were drawn together and trussed up temporarily with rope until the hoops were attached.

    Lighter freight, such as dried, salted fish, was shipped in barrels bound with hoops made of birch, ash, or maple strips. Slender saplings were split and then shaved, soaked, bent around the barrel staves, and nailed into place. Heavy-duty barrels used for contents like lime or liquids were bound with metal hoops for greater strength. The circular barrelheads might be one piece or made of several pieces of wood doweled or strapped together.

  

  Atlantic cod average between one and four feet in length and are fish-eating (herring and capelin), schooling, bottom-dwelling fish. The rest of the cod family includes scrod (baby cod), hake, pollock, and the Atlantic tomcod, and inhabits bays and the Atlantic Ocean from North Carolina to Greenland.

  In New England, cod-fishing was carried on inshore during the winter fishing season and offshore during the summer months. New England has a milder winter than the Maritimes, and the cod spawned closer to the Maine coast during that season, when the water temperatures ranged from forty to forty-seven degrees. In the summer, the cod spawned off Newfoundland. Cod will not take a hook when they are spawning. The shortage of cod today certainly isn’t due to lack of effort on the part of the fish. It has been estimated that a twenty-one-pound cod may hold as many as 2,700,000 eggs. The largest cod ever recorded in New England, caught in 1895, weighed 211 pounds and was six feet long. Today, cod in the Gulf of Maine average around forty pounds. They are recognized by the three dorsal fins on top, two anal fins, a broom-shaped tail, and a distinct barbed appendage on the chin.

  
    Splitting Cod and Yarns

    Monhegan Island, Maine, 1899

    Oil, 23 inches by 28 inches

    Captain John Smith and his crews were catching and drying cod on Monhegan Island as early as 1614. Codfishing began with hand lines. Gradually, they were replaced by tub trawls, which were superseded by nets. The boats grew in size from small hand-lining sloops to dory-carrying schooners and finally to power draggers, which towed a net, and including side trawlers, where the net comes in on the side, and stern trawlers, where the net comes in over the stern.

    Salt cod were split, as shown here, rinsed in large tubs, and then scrubbed, salted, and layered in barrels, flesh side up. One or two weeks later they were stacked in a salting bin to press out the salty liquids (the “pickling”) and then cured in the sun on wooden fish flakes.

    Inshore fishermen hauled their splitting tables down near the water so the tide would wash away the “gurry” (the innards). They saved the cod livers, cheeks, tongues, and sounds (swim bladders). Gulls were rare everywhere along the coast in the late nineteenth century, so local cats had little competition for the fish scraps. The fish houses—not shacks!—in the background stored fishing supplies, hardware, lobster pot buoys, wood, nets, and a chair or two for visitors to sit in while they swapped yarns.
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    The Skipper

    Headed for the fishing grounds, 1920

    Oil, 28 inches by 22 inches

    Generally, there are two kinds of saltwater fishing in Maine: making short trips inshore and bringing back fresh fish; and making longer trips offshore, dressing and curing the fish onboard as they are caught.

    On long trips to the banks, a cod fisherman’s life was constant drudgery. Fishing started early and lasted to late in the day, when the fish were dressed and salted. Then trawls had to be baited and lines set for the next day’s work. In a small dory on a big ocean, working away from the parent vessel, fishermen often endured fog and rough weather and were sometimes lost at sea for days without food and water.

    In the mid-1800s, a fisherman’s pay was woefully small. The share for a cod fisherman could add up to seventy-five dollars, and a mackerel fisherman earned even less. However, food and shelter were provided onboard, and there was no way to squander one’s earnings at sea. At the end of the fishing season, the fisherman could find employment along the waterfront.

    The skipper and his crew were paid with shares of the catch, and only the cook received a monthly cash salary. It was customary to manage the vessel in fifths: The vessel’s owners took one-fifth of the catch. The skipper and crew divided four-fifths of what the fish brought when they were sold, shared out in proportion to the amount of fish each man had caught.

    The skipper received a bonus for every sixty-fourth quintal (one hundred pounds) of fish. He was expected to furnish his own charts and logbook.

    In 1859, there were 18,151 cod fishermen from New York to Maine. The state of Maine led New England, with 1,269 cod-fishing vessels and an estimated at 8,883 crew members. The Civil War was the beginning of the decline for Maine’s cod fishermen, however. The bounty the U.S. government had paid to cod fishermen for three-quarters of a century was discontinued at the beginning of the war, and by 1900 only six Maine vessels were fishing for cod. The decline in the cod fishery also lowered profits for the salt merchants, general stores, and the ships’ chandleries that supplied offshore fishermen.
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