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A snow- and ice-encrusted U.S. revenue cutter in Passamaquoddy Bay circa 1870, with Campobello Island, New Brunswick, in the background.


Courtesy the Tides Institute & Museum of Art
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Edward Hopper’s The Lighthouse at Two Lights (1929). Though based in New York, Hopper summered in Maine nine times between 1914 and 1929, including two seasons in Ogunquit, three on Monhegan Island, and three in Rockland. The most iconic of his Maine works are his studies of the East Tower of Two Lights at Cape Elizabeth, the lens of which is now exhibited at the Maine Maritime Museum.


Courtesy the Hugo Kastor Fund, 1962, Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York









Museums are among the most compelling places in which to come face to face with history, and each museum has its unique style of bringing history to life. A centuries-old logbook used by a shipmaster to record the daily events of a voyage, a painting of the captain’s wife that kept him company while he was away, a souvenir he brought back to her on his return: These objects evoke the past in ways that words alone cannot. Maritime museums preserve these artifacts of a seafaring past when shipping was as commonplace as—and more widely appreciated than—trucking is today. This maritime past forever shaped the state of Maine, both physically and culturally, and museums around the state help us remember this through physical objects and exhibits. However, only a fine book of history that explores a subject in depth can provide the context with which to fully understand the history museums preserve. Lincoln Paine’s book, Down East: An Illustrated History of Maritime Maine, does this extremely well—not just as a companion for understanding maritime museums, but for understanding the experience of Maine itself.


Why is this important? Because the idealization of Maine impedes true understanding of a state nicknamed “Vacationland” and beloved for lobster, lighthouses, and moose. This picturesque vision of the way life should be suggests that Maine is more of an idea than a real place. Compelling though the glossy brochure version of the state may be, it gets in the way of real knowledge and appreciation. Hidden within and behind the pretty harbors and quaint coastal towns, waiting to be revealed, glimmers a deeper knowledge and truer appreciation of this state and the communities that have shaped its heritage over the centuries.


Any community—be it a nation, a region, or a coastal, river, or lake town in Maine—is defined by its history. Maine’s seafaring heritage has bequeathed a history that is both local—this great ship built in that particular shipyard—and global, because the great ship sailed the oceans of the world, often with Maine people serving aboard her. That international influence made Maine surprisingly cosmopolitan in the mid- to late-1800s, a period that has heavily influenced what Maine is today. It could be said that Maine is still trying to recapture that era of financial success and international influence, when Maine shipyard owners were captains of American industry, Maine shipyard workers turned out the best-built ships in the world, and Maine ship captains were emissaries of globalization.


Today, Maine Maritime Museum preserves the only intact historical shipyard remaining in America in which the world’s greatest wooden ships were built, thus providing a unique portal to the past. But Maine boasts dozens of museums and historical societies that collectively interpret every aspect of Maine’s rich maritime past, from the Smithsonian-affiliated Abbe Museum in Bar Harbor, which focuses on Wabanaki culture; the Old York Historical Society, with its interpretation of colonial river trade; the Tides Institute & Museum of Art in Eastport, which focuses on the history of the Sunrise Coast; and Searsport’s Penobscot Marine Museum, with its attention to the maritime history of the Penobscot region. These museums and others allow visitors an opportunity to commune directly with that history, to stand where those shipyard workers stood, to be awed by the ingenuity and maritime prowess of Native Americans, to see how European commercial culture took root in North America, to understand the mutual reliance of the remoter communities of Down East Maine and Canada’s Maritime Provinces, and to absorb the complex evolution of the maritime communities of Maine’s Midcoast and Islands regions.
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October Sea, a 1939 painting of the Down East coast by American artist Jay Hall Connaway.


Courtesy the Tides Institute & Museum of Art


But these shipyard buildings, historic boats, warehouses, paintings, ships’ gear, and archival records and photographs provoke as many questions as they answer. In fact, museums are gateways to learning that lure visitors with an evocative experience that demands to be satisfied by finding out just a little bit more.


Published seventeen years ago in conjunction with the first international gathering of tall ships in Maine in decades, Down East has now been updated and expanded to help us fulfill that need. While Maine’s future is uncertain, as Lincoln Paine shows, it is more than likely that globalization and technology will open new doors for maritime-oriented economic and cultural prosperity for both the people of Maine and the state’s admiring visitors.


Amy Lent


Executive Director, Maine Maritime Museum


Bath, Maine
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Born in Fairhaven, Massachusetts, William Bradford (1823–1892) made his name as an artist of Arctic seascapes and icescapes during a series of voyages that took him as far north as Baffin Island and Melville Bay, Greenland, between 1861 and 1869. But he also painted more familiar scenes, such as Kennebec River: Waiting for Wind and Tide (1860), which depicts five vessels becalmed on an almost mirror-flat river.
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Located at the easternmost point of the contiguous United States, West Quoddy Head Light guides ships through the Quoddy Narrows between Lubec and Campobello Island. (Grand Manan Island is in the distance.) There has been a light at this location since 1808, although this tower, with its distinctive red and white bands, dates to 1858. This photo was taken around 1890 by Charles E. Brown, a prolific photographer of Down East Maine.


Courtesy the Tides Institute & Museum of Art









Down East was originally commissioned as part of the educational program for OpSail Maine 2000, the first international gathering of tall ships in Maine since the end of the era of working sail in the early 1900s. One of the planners’ aims was to draw attention to the widely dispersed surviving evidence of Maine’s maritime heritage as preserved in museum and library collections, historic ships, quarries and kilns, port infrastructure, and merchants’ houses that had been spared the wrecking ball.


Seventeen years later, it is time to revise and update this look at Maine’s maritime heritage, for much has happened in the past decade and a half. Visits by foreign sail-training vessels have become more common, though not all are greeted with the fanfare of the event that inspired this book. Considerable new archival and archaeological research has forced a retelling and reimagining of what had long since become received wisdom about Maine’s maritime past. New initiatives have breathed life into Maine’s once-moribund commercial maritime economy. Cruise ship visits are increasing along the length of the Maine coast. Dam removals have revitalized stocks of diadromous fish species on rivers all but closed to them for a century or more, while climate change is reshaping the Gulf of Maine fisheries.


This book is not the first to tackle the intricacies of maritime Maine, and I have been fortunate to have at my disposal William Hutchinson Rowe’s A Maritime History of Maine (1948) and Roger Duncan’s Coastal Maine: A Maritime History (1992). In addition to these more comprehensive histories, I have drawn on the work of scores of authors and historians who have examined in greater depth particular aspects of maritime Maine and what role the state’s specific maritime activities have played in local, domestic, and international affairs.
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Fisherman’s Garden, a 1948 wood engraving by Paula Inman.


Courtesy the Tides Institute & Museum of Art


In writing the first edition of this book, I benefited from the help of Nathan Lipfert (who has helped also with this edition) and Tom Wilcox of the Maine Maritime Museum; the late Nick Dean; author and fish broker John Snyder; and Rosemary Mosher, who drew the maps. The book would never have appeared without the help and encouragement of my colleagues at OpSail Maine 2000, especially the late Rear Admiral Richard I. Rybacki, USCG; William Brennan, formerly commandant of midshipmen at the Maine Maritime Academy; Don Yeskoo; Merle Hallett; and Laura Limoge. Publication of the first edition was generously underwritten by the late William G. Waldron and the Waldron Group.


The art program benefited from the extraordinary help of Herb Adams; Genetta McLean, Bates College Museum of Art; John Byrne; Jan Fisk and Carol Dienstmann, Brick Store Museum; Pamela Belanger and Angela Waldron, Farnsworth Art Museum; Stephanie Philbrick and Sofia Yalouris, Maine Historical Society; Jennifer DeJoy, Maine Maritime Academy; Maine State Library; George Carhart, Osher Map Library, University of Southern Maine; Michelle Pecoraro, Peabody-Essex Museum; Kevin Johnson, Penobscot Marine Museum; Maggie Beals, Portland Harbor Museum (the collection of which is now at Maine Maritime Museum); Kristen Levesque, Erin Damon, and Sarah Chase, Portland Museum of Art; Gina Bardi, San Francisco Maritime National Historical Park; Kristen Crean, Tate House; Hugh French, the Tides Institute & Museum of Art (in Eastport); and the University of Maine Museum of Art, Orono. For the second edition, I am especially indebted to art researcher Janet Robbins; William H. Bunting, for advice on captions; and Jamie and Yvonne Thomas.


For the second edition, I have drawn on the expertise of Bruce J. Bourque, Maine State Museum and Colby College; maritime historian William H. Bunting; Charles Burden, trustee emeritus, Maine Maritime Museum; Queene Hooper Foster, WoodenBoat Publications; Ed Friedman, Friends of Merrymeeting Bay; Cipperly Good, Penobscot Marine Museum; Chris Hall, Maine Maritime Museum; John Henshaw, Maine Port Authority; Jon Johansen, Maine Built Boats; Charles Norchi, Benjamin Thompson Professor of Law, University of Maine School of Law; Kelly Page, Maine Maritime Museum; Warren Riess, Research Associate Professor, Emeritus, University of Maine; Yvonne Thomas, The Island Institute; Earle “Bud” Warren; and Anne E. Witty, chief curator at Maine Maritime Museum. Such errors as have survived their scrutiny (or were introduced after their review) are mine alone. Thanks also to Sally Lofving for the recollection of her family’s annual migration to Swan’s Island.


Jonathan Eaton of Tilbury House is responsible for reimagining what Down East could be and for ushering this second edition into being. I am also indebted to his predecessor, Jennifer Bunting, who undertook publication of the first edition within the limits of an insanely compressed schedule.


On a personal note, I thank Allison for her unflagging support. I dedicate this book to our daughters, Kai and Madeleine, somewhat older Mainiacs today, and to the memory of my mother, Frances Neidle McSherry, among whose greatest gifts to me was a love of books and history.


Lincoln Paine


Portland, Maine


2000–2005–2017
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The paddle steamer State of Maine, Chapter 9
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NOAA chart 13260 showing the Maine coast west of Penobscot Bay.
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The wreck of the Annie C. Maguire, Chapter 6
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NOAA chart 13260 showing the Maine coast east of Penobscot Bay.
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Pursuit of the “Margaretta,” Chapter 5
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Weir fishing, Chapter 10
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A birchbark canoe built by David Moses Bridges and Steve Cayard with Maliseet apprentices rests on a gravel bar. The bark canoe was the utility vehicle of Maine’s coast and interior long before the first European vessels arrived.


Photo by Darel Gabriel Bridges












ONE



A Sense of Place
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The St. Mary, built and launched at Phippsburg in 1890, dries her sails at South Street in New York City just before departing on her maiden voyage to San Francisco. (See Chapter 7.)


Courtesy Maine Maritime Museum









Long before interstates and Internets, tall ships weaving a worldwide web of international trade made the state of Maine famous the world over. During the 1800s, the heyday of the merchant sailing ship, the names of Maine seaports graced the transoms of handsome square-riggers from Canton to Cape Town, and towns such as Searsport and Kennebunk were almost as well-known and respected as the United States itself. To navigate across thousands of miles of open ocean in an age when time was measured not in minutes but in months required skills, stamina, and patience unimaginable to generations for whom e-commerce entails only the swipe of a finger on a smartphone. Shipowning and seafaring were vital and conspicuous traits of the people of Maine. In 1880, for example, Searsport had a population of only 2,322 people, but more than thirty masters of the nearly three hundred full-rigged ships then under the American flag hailed from this modest town on the shores of Penobscot Bay.
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David Moses Bridges (1962–2017) paddling the canoe shown on page xxii. A Passamaquoddy culture keeper, Bridges learned Native American woodcraft as a boy from his great-grandfather, Sylvester Gabriel. He learned the building of birchbark canoes from Steve Cayard, who taught himself from Edwin Tappan Adney’s seminal book (with Howard Chapelle), The Bark Canoes and Skin Boats of North America. (Adney, in turn, learned bark canoe building in 1887 from a skilled Maliseet builder named Peter Joe.)


Photo by Darel Gabriel Bridges


Maine’s maritime enterprise was by no means confined to long-distance trades. From the upland forests through the long river valleys to the deeply indented, island-specked coast, Mainers of all stripes have long been indebted to the sea—and to the Gulf of Maine in particular—for their livelihoods. The deliberate use of Maine’s lakes, rivers, and coastal waterways began with the development of dugouts and, much later, birchbark canoes. While there is a great deal of partisan feeling about whether the lobster boat, the gaff-rigged schooner, or the towering Down Easter best symbolizes the longstanding traditions of the Maine shipwright, the Maine boat par excellence is in fact the birchbark canoe—and its direct descendants made of aluminum and synthetic fibers. It has been around the longest, been produced in the greatest numbers, and it owes its development to the unique topography of Maine and the waters that wash its shores.


On a map, the coast of Maine appears to hang like a raveled sleeve of geological time fraying into the cold waters of the Gulf of Maine. The coast, that invisible boundary line between land and sea, spans only 228 straight-line miles from Kittery to Eastport. Trace the more detailed shoreline where the land and salt water meet, however, and your journey will take you some 3,478 miles. This helps explain why Maine has sixty-three lighthouses—more than any other state on the East Coast—to guide mariners to safe harbor amid its tendrils of rock and island. On the landward side, the Gulf of Maine is bounded by Cape Cod to the south; by Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Maine, and New Brunswick to the west and north; and by Nova Scotia to the northeast. The gulf’s submarine boundaries constitute what the U.S. Geological Survey describes as “one of the most striking topographic features off the east coast of the United States,” although these are less obvious on most maps. Running southwest to northeast, the Georges Bank (east of Cape Cod) and Browns Bank (south of Nova Scotia) separate the Gulf of Maine from the Atlantic Ocean proper. A mere thirteen thousand years ago, toward the end of the last ice age, these banks were dry extensions of what are now Cape Cod and Nova Scotia, and the Gulf of Maine was connected to the Atlantic only by the narrow cut of the Northeast Channel, which flows between the banks. When the ice age ended, glacial meltwater carved river valleys sharply into the landscape, and the rising sea covered the exposed banks and flooded bays along the coast. The volume of water released from the icecaps raised the sea level an estimated 250 feet, and Gulf of Maine waters reached as far inland as Millinocket, now some eighty miles from the head of Penobscot Bay. Relieved of the immense weight of the glaciers, around eleven thousand years ago the land sprang up—a phenomenon known as isostatic rebound—and sea levels fell to about 180 feet below current levels. Sea levels rose again quickly over the next two thousand years, and then slowed, reaching roughly present levels about five thousand years ago. Today, the average depth of the Gulf of Maine is less than 500 feet (150 meters) and that of the Georges Bank less than 200 feet (60 meters), while the Northeast Channel (22 miles south to north and 38 miles east to west) has a maximum depth of more than 1,200 feet (375 meters).
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A bathymetric map of the Gulf of Maine showing the principal fishing banks, the channels between them, and the Hague Line, the maritime border between the United States and Canada settled by the International Court of Justice at The Hague in 1984.


Courtesy National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
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Sunrise over the Gulf of Maine, from Wells in southern Maine.


Photo by Esposito Photography, Shutterstock


The bedrock of Maine consists largely of relatively soft metamorphic rock, harder granite, and, in the northeast, rock formed millions of years ago by volcanic eruptions. Geologists divide the coast of Maine into four geological compartments, each of which has given rise to distinct industries and lifestyles among the people who live there. The southern coast, starting at the Piscataqua River (the border between Maine and New Hampshire), is a curved coastline of metamorphic rock tipped by granite that runs as far as Cape Elizabeth; there are prominent harbors at Kittery, York Harbor, and Kennebunkport.


Long ranks of peninsulas and islands shaped from metamorphic rock dominate the indented shoreline of the coast from the Portland region northeast across Casco Bay to Cape Small and from there to Penobscot Bay. On the landward side, midcoast Maine is incised by some of Maine’s largest rivers—the Androscoggin, Kennebec, Sheepscot, and St. George—and by Muscongus Bay. In 1616, John Smith wrote of this coast from Casco Bay to Penobscot Bay that there “is nothing but such high craggy Cliffy Rocks and stony Iles, that I wondered such great trees could growe upon so hard foundations. It is a Countrie to affright, then delight one.”


Halfway along the coast of Maine, the vast triangle of Penobscot Bay—about twenty miles across and forty miles deep—takes its name from the river that empties the largest drainage basin in the state. Between Penobscot Bay and Machias Bay lies the “island-bay coast,” a region of large, widely spaced granite islands such as Vinalhaven, Isle au Haut, and Mount Desert. These enclose sheltered stretches of water with such picturesque names as Eggemoggin Reach, the Fox Islands Thorofare, Blue Hill and Frenchman bays, and Somes Sound. Down East Maine unfolds from Mount Desert Island to Eastport, on the southwestern shore of the Bay of Fundy, where tides rise and fall twenty feet—more than double the range of tide at Kittery. The exposed and sparsely settled stretch of the Down East coast east of Machias Bay—known as the “cliffed coast” or, alternatively, the Sunrise or Bold Coast—terminates in the northeast at West Quoddy Head, marking the seaward end of Lubec Channel, which runs north to Eastport between Maine and Campobello Island, New Brunswick.
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Looking south over Penobscot Bay from Mt. Battie, where Edna St. Vincent Millay wrote “Renascence” in 1912: “All I could see from where I stood / Was three long mountains and a wood; / I turned and looked another way, / And saw three islands in a bay . . .” Photo by Rabbitti, Shutterstock
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Fog and sea off Schoodic Point, four miles east of Mount Desert Island.


Photo by Donna Carpenter, Shutterstock


Although cold-water marine ecosystems usually feature less biodiversity than tropical waters, they generate more biomass, and the Gulf of Maine has historically been one of the most productive fishing grounds in the world. The gulf is dominated by the cold waters of the Nova Scotia Current, which flows counterclockwise from the southern tip of Nova Scotia along the coast of Maine to Massachusetts Bay. The long hook of Cape Cod forces the current east and then north. Surface water temperatures in the Gulf of Maine range from a minimum of about 2°C to 4°C (36°F to 39°F) in the winter (colder inshore than offshore) to a high of about 12°C to l4°C (54°F to 57°F) in the summer. Another major feature of the gulf’s ecosystem is the approximately sixty rivers that discharge an estimated 95 cubic kilometers (25.1 trillion gallons) of fresh water annually, much of it spring runoff from rain and melting snow. This is rich in nutrients in the form of minerals and decaying plants that form the basis of a “plankton soup” that circulates within the gulf both horizontally and vertically thanks to the prevailing counterclockwise current, tidal action, the inflow of fresh water, and differential salinities and temperatures between surface and bottom waters. The estuaries where fresh and salt water mix shelter extremely fertile salt marshes, seagrass, and seaweed beds, and their intertidal zones are of vital importance for larval and juvenile sea life.




[image: image]





This hand-drawn map shows Maine’s principal river basins, which are, from west to east, the Saco, Presumpscot, Androscoggin, Kennebec, Penobscot, and St. John. Courtesy Rosemary Mosher


Most Gulf of Maine estuaries are found within Maine’s borders. The most significant are Great Bay (on the southern coast at the mouth of the Piscataqua River), Saco and Casco bays; the midcoast region’s Merrymeeting, Sheepscot, Muscongus, and Penobscot bays; and on the Down East coast, Blue Hill, Frenchman, Narraguagus, Machias, and Passamaquoddy bays. The natural fertility of these tidewaters makes them a magnet for animals in all parts of the food chain, from plankton, shellfish, and finfish to amphibians, birds, and mammals, including humans. Merrymeeting Bay is the most distinctive and biologically diverse body of water in the state. Formed by the confluence of six rivers—the Muddy (a drowned channel), Androscoggin, Cathance, Abagadasset, Kennebec, and Eastern—which together account for 38 percent of the state’s fresh water, Merrymeeting Bay is an inland delta to a geologist and a freshwater tidal riverine estuary to a biologist. Its sole outlet is via The Chops, a 600-yard-wide drowned waterfall that marks the start of the lower Kennebec (sometimes referred to as the Sagadahoc), which resumes its course in solitary splendor to enter the Gulf of Maine between Cape Small and Georgetown Island. Each rising tide reverses the flow of fresh water through The Chops, and there is a five-foot range of tide in the bay (as well as tides on the Kennebec upriver of Augusta), but very little salt water enters the bay. Nonetheless, Merrymeeting is the largest staging area for migrating waterfowl on the East Coast north of the Chesapeake Bay, and the only estuary in which all species of Maine’s diadromous fish are found.*
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An aerial view of Merrymeeting Bay looking south, with the Eastern River at bottom left; the Kennebec River flowing around Swan Island; and Bowdoinham, Brunswick/Topsham, and Casco Bay beyond. Barely visible in Bowdoinham are the Abagadasset and Cathance rivers, and at the far end of the bay, the mouth of the Androscoggin.


Courtesy the Friends of Merrymeeting Bay


For humans, the estuaries provide a convenient and stable source of food, and natural transportation corridors both coastwise and into the interior. Maine is the most heavily forested state in the United States—almost ninety percent of the land is covered in forest, a total of almost 17.7 million acres. These woodlands provide shelter and habitat for numerous animal species, and before the arrival of Europeans, they were also home to Native American tribes and bands known collectively today as Wabanaki—“People of the Dawnland,” or easterners—an Algonquian-speaking people who lived in what are now northern New England and Canada’s western Maritime Provinces. The various groups who lived in this region were known by a variety of names. Writing in the seventeenth century, the French tended to define Native American peoples by the language they spoke, while the English of the eighteenth century focused more on where they lived, overemphasizing an identification with rivers. Descended from groups the French knew as Souriquois and Tarrentine (forerunners of the Mi’kmaq), Etchemin, Wabanaki, and Canibas, today’s “Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, and Maliseet tribes are better understood as products of ethnic realignments, shifts in residence, territorial loss, and the Indian policies of New England and New France.”


The Native Americans encountered by Europeans four centuries ago had no written language. For an understanding of how they lived and what they believed, we are dependent on seventeenth-and eighteenth-century French and English accounts. Some oral traditions have survived centuries of declining population—the worst losses due to the spread of Eurasian diseases in “virgin soil epidemics” of the early seventeenth century—and the assimilation of the survivors into the majority culture. Yet Maine has been inhabited for nearly twelve thousand years, and the only way to gain even the slightest glimpse of its earliest settlers is through a modest though growing archaeological record. Broadly speaking, archaeologists divide Maine’s prehistory into three major chronological periods: Paleo-Indians occupied the land, much of which was then tundra, following the end of the last ice age, between about 9500 BCE and 6500 BCE. The Archaic Period, initiated by people working their way up from the south, lasted from 8000 BCE to 1000 BCE and is itself subdivided into three stages. The Ceramic Period began about 1000 BCE and continued until European contact.


It was not until the Early Archaic that people seem to have started moving onto the coast, although rising sea levels have since drowned nearly all coastal sites of that period. Interior people settled along rivers, especially where it was easy to capture anadromous fish in season, the most important of which were alewifes, shad, and possibly Atlantic salmon. (Such places never went out of style. The Wabanaki name for Skowhegan, on the Kennebec, means “a place to watch for fish,” and the short Passagassawakeag, which flows into Belfast Bay, means “a sturgeon’s place” or “a place for spearing sturgeon by torchlight.”) How exactly people of the Early Archaic caught fish is unknown, but it is likely that spears, hook-and-line, and nets were all employed. This period was also the first in which people began visiting offshore islands, especially to use as fishing stations. Lower sea levels, together with different routes for the cold Labrador Current and the warm Gulf Stream, meant that the waters of the Gulf of Maine were substantially warmer than they are today. As a result, the primary shellfish species found in the eastern gulf included oysters and quahogs, which cannot survive the colder waters found there today.
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Considered “living dinosaurs,” the twenty-five species of sturgeon are among the largest bony fishes in the world. The shortnose sturgeon (Acipenser brevirostrum) is an endangered species, but an expansion of habitat thanks to the removal of the Edwards Dam from the Kennebec River in 1999 has led to increased numbers of shortnose and Atlantic sturgeon, striped bass, and other species. Courtesy the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service


A major cultural fluorescence took place during the Late Archaic. Among the more notable inland finds are the remains of the oldest known fishing weirs in North America, the remains of which were found near Sebasticook Lake in Newport. The evidence suggests that wooden weirs—obstructions that block the passage of fish while letting water pass through them—were maintained on this site beginning roughly 3000 BCE. This coincides with the rise of the Red Paint People, so-called for the red ochre found in their graves, who inhabited the midcoast region between the Androscoggin River and Frenchman Bay from roughly 3000 to 1800 BCE. A village site on North Haven in Penobscot Bay has yielded the remains of cod, clams, and swordfish, and there have been comparable finds on the mainland, notably at the Nevin midden and burial site at Blue Hill Falls. Archaeological evidence from Vinalhaven and Monhegan suggests that that Red Paint People used these islands seasonally for catching cod and swordfish, probably from large dugouts hollowed out of white pine (Pinus strobus), which was later prized for ships’ masts. The Red Paint People made stone gouges and adzes, which could be used in making dugouts, but the microplanes and bone awls needed for building birchbark canoes do not appear in the archaeological record until the first millennium BCE. The Nevin site also yielded swordfish rostra (swords), which, like those at Turner Farm on North Haven, must have come from fish up to ten feet long and weighing a thousand pounds, while the cod were in the range of five and a half to six feet long and 100 to 130 pounds. There was probably no economic rationale for hunting swordfish, especially when easily caught species like cod were readily available. Swordfish were likely pursued for the prestige their capture conferred on the hunters. In any event, swordfish hunting in the Gulf of Maine came to an abrupt end when the Red Paint People vanished.


The next people to take advantage of the region’s abundant fish stocks are associated with the Ceramic Period, which started between 1000 and 500 BCE, possibly with the arrival of Algonquian-speaking migrants from the Midwest or eastern Great Lakes region, who may be the direct ancestors of the Wabanaki. Ceramics are impractical for itinerant hunter-gatherers who regularly move from place to place. This period is also associated with an increase in population, especially along the coast, where ready access to the Gulf of Maine fisheries would have made survival easier than in the interior. (Analysis of early pots suggests that they were used for processing or storing fish.) Codfish apparently declined in size and possibly in quantity; other preferred species included winter flounder, longhorn sculpin, and sea sturgeon, as well as harbor seals and gray seals. Shellfish such as clams and quahogs were used for bait and were eaten when other food was scarce in the spring. Whether lobster and crab constituted a significant part of people’s diet is unknown. Their shells have not survived in archaeological contexts; some archaeologists believe they simply were not abundant at the time.
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The Eastern Maine Canoe Trail snakes 130 miles west from present-day Vanceboro, on the St. Croix River (and Canadian border), to the Passadumkeag River, which enters the Penobscot about thirty miles above Bangor. Seven portages are shown. Map by Mike Krepner


According to accounts by sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europeans, the chief occupations of the Wabanaki were hunting, fishing, and trading along the rivers and lakes of interior Maine. Light but strong, their canoes could be paddled in very shallow waters and easily portaged between navigable streams, which extended considerably the distance that people could range into the interior. The Penobscot word for canoe was aquiden, meaning “floats lightly.” Once afloat, the Wabanaki developed intricate trade routes that made extensive use of the more than five thousand lakes and ponds and the hundreds of rivers of interior Maine and as far afield as Quebec and the Gulf of St. Lawrence. In recent years, there has been a concerted effort to rediscover their long-dormant trade routes. The Eastern Maine Canoe Trail, for example, begins at Vanceboro on the Canadian border and continues across 130 miles of rivers and lakes to the Passadumkeag River and from there into the Penobscot. A sense of the antiquity of this route is clear from a 1920 history of Hinckley Township, in which Minnie Atkinson described the portage used by Passamaquoddy travelers going from the St. Croix River valley west along Grand Lake Stream:


Sometimes as many as 20 families would paddle up through the lakes, one family in a canoe, one canoe behind another a long, silent, single line. When the travelers reached the head of Big Lake if they were going still further they would carry the canoes, inverted over the heads and resting on the shoulders of the men, along the east bank of Grand Lake Stream to Grand Lake. An Indian carry, so much used that even the rocks are worn, was thus made across the corner of the township.


To the north of the Eastern Maine trail, the Maliseet Trail carried paddlers 125 miles southwest from the Maliseets’ Fort Medoctec (eight miles south of present-day Woodstock, New Brunswick) to Indian Island, the Penobscot tribe’s community on the Penobscot River. The route included twelve miles of portage, crossed three river drainages (St. John, St. Croix, and Penobscot), and passed through Maliseet, Passamaquoddy, and Penobscot territories. After European contact, the trail became a warpath in the conflicts between England and France. In 1689, at the outbreak of King William’s War (see Chapter 4), a group of colonists kidnapped from Pemaquid were taken north across the Maliseet Trail. Most were tortured and sold into slavery, but fourteen-year-old John Gyles lived among the Maliseets for six years and in 1763 published Memoirs of Odd Adventures, Strange Deliverances, Etc. In the Captivity of John Gyles, Esq., Commander of the Garrison on Saint George River in the District of Maine, Written by Himself, an important record of life among the first nations.
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The Northern Forest Canoe Trail extends 740 miles (half of them in Maine) from Fort Kent, Maine, to Old Forge, New York, through four states and a corner of southern Quebec. It touches on twenty-two rivers and fifty-eight lakes, including the St. John, Allagash, West Branch Penobscot, and Dead rivers, and Rangeley Lake—and includes sixty-three portages.


Courtesy the Northern Forest Canoe Trail


These trails are a vivid demonstration of the extent of the Wabanakis’ transportation networks before the coming of the Europeans. The trails supported communion, trade, and intermarriage among the Wabanaki tribes.


Travel was not limited to inland waters. Both birchbark and dugout canoes were quite practical on salt water. In summer, in larger canoes and using bows and harpoons, the Wabanaki hunted seals, porpoise, and whales in the Gulf of Maine, and before the coming of Europeans, Mi’kmaqs of Nova Scotia carried copper by sea from the Bay of Fundy across the Gulf of Maine, possibly as far as Cape Cod. Following his exploration of the coast of Massachusetts in 1603, Martin Pring wrote of the canoes he encountered:


Their boats, whereof we brought one to Bristoll, were in proportion like a Wherrie of the Riuer of Thames, seventeene foot long and foure foot broad, made of the Barke of a Birch-tree, farre exceeding in bignesse those of England: it was sowed together with strong and tough Oziers or twigs, and the seames couered ouer with Rozen or Turpentine little inferiour in sweetnesse to Frankincense . . . it was also open like a Wherrie, and sharpe at both ends, sauing that the beake was a little bending roundly vpward. And though it carried nine men standing vpright, yet it weighed not at the most aboue sixtie pounds in weight, a thing almost incredible in regard of the largenesse and capacitie thereof. Their Oares were flat at the end . . . made of Ash or Maple very light and strong, about two yards long, wherewith they row very swiftly.


Three years later, James Rosier—“a gentleman employed in the voyage” of Captain George Waymouth—penned A True Relation of his experiences on the Maine coast. He, too, was impressed with the Wabanaki canoes, particularly their speed: “they in their Canoa with three oares, would at their will go ahead of vs and about vs, when we rowed with eight oars strong; such was their swiftnesse, by reason of the lightnesse and artificiall composition of their Canoa and oares.”


Fishing, including ice fishing, was done year-round, but the most important season was the spring, when people gathered at the falls and rapids of major rivers to catch sturgeon, salmon, smelt, shad, and bass working their way upstream to spawn. In addition to spearfishing, the Wabanaki used nets and weirs. (The Kenduskeag River, a tributary of the Penobscot that flows through Bangor, takes its name from a Maliseet word meaning “eel-weir place.”) Notwithstanding their use of wood for dugouts, canoes, weapons, fish weirs, and lodges or wigwams, the Wabanaki were frugal in their use of timber resources. Large-scale exploitation of the forests did not occur until the arrival of European settlers in the 1600s.
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Duck hunters in 1896 on Duck Lake, three miles northwest of Fourth Machias Lake, in a canoe modeled on the Native American bark canoes. Courtesy the Tides Institute & Museum of Art
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Joseph Pierpole Sebattis with a Passamaquoddy birchbark canoe at Sipayik (Pleasant Point), Maine, about 1885.


Photo by Davis Loring; courtesy Tides Institute & Museum of Art
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*Diadromous is a collective term for species that spend part of their life cycles in fresh water and part in salt water. Anadromous species like salmon, sturgeon, and alewives mature at sea but return upriver to spawn in fresh water. The American eel, which matures in fresh water and spawns in salt water, is catadromous.
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The European Discovery of Maine
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Born in Lewiston, raised partly in Cleveland, and first exhibited in New York by Alfred Stieglitz, the modernist artist Marsden Hartley was deeply inspired by his native Maine. Give Us This Day was painted in 1938, shortly after he returned to his home state for good, declaring his intention to become “the painter of Maine.”


Courtesy The Athenaeum









The age of discovery that followed Christopher Columbus’s first transatlantic voyage from Spain to the Caribbean in 1492 was shaped in large part by treaties and papal bulls written between the fourteenth and sixteenth centuries. These agreements assigned control of all lands inhabited by “infidels or pagans” and unknown to Europeans to the authority of either Portugal or Spain, both of which were then going to great lengths and expense to expand their reach in the Atlantic. In 1494, the Treaty of Tordesillas drew a line 370 leagues (about 1,110 nautical miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands and stated that “all lands…found and discovered already, or to be found and discovered hereafter…shall belong to, and remain in the possession of, and pertain forever to” the kings of Portugal (east of the line) and of “Castile, Aragon, etc.” (west of the line). Portugal focused on Africa, Brazil, India, and the Spice Islands (Maluku, in Indonesia), while the Spanish concentrated their efforts on South and Central America and Mexico. Spain’s dearth of interest in North America left that region open to French and later English, Dutch, and Swedish explorers and colonists.


Two years after Columbus’s epochal voyage, England’s Henry VII issued letters patent (in essence, a contract) to John Cabot—“a citizen of Venice” though, like Columbus, Genoese by birth—“to seeke out, discouer, and finde, by whatsoeuer isles, countreys, regions or prouinces of the heathen and infidels whatsoeuer they be, and in what part of the world soeuer they be, which before this time haue bene unknowen to all Christians.” In 1497, Cabot sailed west from Bristol, England’s second-largest port, and crossed to what is now Newfoundland or possibly Nova Scotia. Although he returned with little to show for his efforts, his report so impressed the king that the next year he sailed on a second expedition in command of five ships. One turned back, and the fate of the others is unknown. Cabot may have reached North America and sailed farther south than on his first voyage, or he and his men may have perished in midocean.


A quarter century after Cabot, Francis I sponsored France’s first voyage of exploration to North America. Sailing in La Dauphine, Giovanni da Verrazano (who also had the backing of French silk merchants) cruised the east coast of North America from Florida to Newfoundland in search of a northwest passage to the Orient. In 1524, he and his crew landed at Cape Fear, North Carolina, and then in New York Bay, Narragansett Bay (near Newport, Rhode Island), and among the Wabanaki on Casco Bay. From there they worked their way east along the coast. At the Penobscot River, Verrazano recorded the name “Oranbega,” a Wabanaki term that describes a stretch of water between two sets of rapids. Europeans corrupted this to Norumbega, a name later applied to a non-existent city on the Penobscot and, eventually, the whole region now known as New England. He continued east to Cape Breton and Newfoundland before returning to France.


Less than a year after Verrazano’s return, Estevan Gómez—a Portuguese in Spanish service—visited Maine in the course of a voyage along the coast from north to south. Gomez had abandoned Ferdinand Magellan’s effort to circumnavigate the globe (1519–22) at the Strait of Magellan on the grounds that there had to be an easier route to the east. His efforts can be traced in two maps dating from 1529 and 1545, which make it clear that he investigated the coast in greater detail than his predecessors. Sailing past Mount Desert, he threaded his way through Eggemoggin Reach, sailed up the Penobscot to the head of navigation (Bangor), and stayed close enough inshore to give names (Spanish, and no longer used) to Pemaquid Point, Boothbay Harbor, the Kennebec River, and Casco Bay, among other features. Impressive though they were, Gomez’s efforts came to nothing, as did those of Jacques Cartier, who led three expeditions to the St. Lawrence gulf and river between 1534 and 1542. Neither the English, the French, nor the Spanish capitalized on the discoveries of the first half-century of European voyages to North America. One reason for their lack of enthusiasm is straightforward: the known riches of Central and South America were more obviously attractive than the uncertain resources of North America. As the Italian historian Peter Martyr d’Anghiera wrote in 1530, “It is towards the south, not towards the frozen north, that those who seek fortune should bend their way; for everything at the equator is rich.”




[image: image]





A map showing the principal fishing banks of the Gulf of Maine and western Atlantic.


Courtesy Rosemary Mosher


Yet merchants and princes were not the only ones drawn to the western Atlantic. Although Cabot returned from his first voyage with no silks, precious metals, or spices, he and his men were impressed by the abundance of fish off Newfoundland. According to a letter written by the ambassador of the Duke of Milan, dated 18 December 1497, “They affirm that the sea is covered with fish which are caught not merely with nets but with baskets, a stone being attached to make the basket sink in the water, and this I heard the said Master [Cabot] relate. And said Englishmen, his companions, say that they will fetch so many fish that this kingdom will have no more need of Iceland, from which country there comes a very great store of fish which are called stock-fish.”


The profitability of the long-distance fishing industry was due to the importance of fish in the European diet. Dried or salted fish was less expensive than meat, and church prohibitions against eating meat on fast days led to an increased demand across western Europe. In addition, the English government came to regard the fisheries as “a nursery for seamen”—that is, an arena in which sailors could hone the skills they would need to man ships in wartime. (As Lord Sheffield would observe following the American Revolution, “The Newfoundland fishery is, without doubt, the most extensive nursery for seamen, and those of the very best sort. Fisheries, coasting trade, and northern voyages, produce hardy and intrepid seamen; African and Indian voyages destroy many, and debilitate more.”) To that end, in 1548 and 1563, the English Parliament indirectly subsidized the industry by making Fridays and Saturdays, and then Wednesdays as well, “fish days,” when people were not allowed to eat meat. Together with Lent and Ember days (seasonal fasting periods), this meant that more than half the days of the year were fish days.


In the Middle Ages, Baltic and North Sea herring were a staple food of western Europe. Monopolistic control by merchants of the Hanseatic League, coupled with a partial collapse of the herring fishery, led to the opening of the Icelandic cod fisheries, and by the early 1300s, English ports regularly sent vessels to fish for cod (Gadus morhua) in the waters off Iceland. A voracious bottom dweller that devours other fish, lobster, and squid, cod is found at depths between 120 and 900 feet (20 to 150 fathoms) in water about 47°F (8°C); the fish migrate with the seasons, usually not much more than 100 miles in either direction and at a slow pace, about three miles a day. Cod populations have been severely overfished, but four hundred years ago enormous cod weighing as much as two hundred pounds and measuring six feet in length were common.


News of Cabot’s discovery of new fishing grounds teeming with fish spread quickly, and in 1527 the English navigator John Rut reported seeing fourteen fishing ships in Haven of St. John, Newfoundland, including one from Brittany, eleven from Normandy, and two from Portugal. A Spaniard on the same voyage reported fifty vessels along the coast of Newfoundland. The resulting competition led to a steady search for new fishing grounds, drawing European fishermen ever westward from the Grand Banks south of Newfoundland to Nova Scotia and eventually the Gulf of Maine, which the English began to exploit in the early 1600s.
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Cod were one of the primary attractions of North America for westward-looking Europeans in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Four hundred years later, the Atlantic cod has been so severely overfished that in 2013 the Commerce Department declared a commercial fishery failure in the Northeast ground fishery. Photo by blickwinkel, Alamy Stock Photo
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