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PREFACE


Although I have lived in Maine almost over forty years, by Maine standards I will always be “from away.” But Maine has become the home of my heart as well as my place of residence, so I was excited by the opportunity to explore Maine’s history. Readers who know Maine will find some stories familiar, some unexpected. Do you know how Maine became the chewing gum capital of the world, or which governor competed with a seal for headlines? You may find inspiration in the actions of young Hannah Weston, Abbie Burgess, Donn Fendler, and Samantha Smith, or laugh at Prescott Jernegan’s $100,000 hoax. Struggle with the crews of the Oakey L. Alexander and the USS Eagle. Celebrate an unusual Christmas exchange. There are stories of sacrifice and resilience, of oceans, mountains, and brutal Maine winters. They honor the imagination, determination, and character that have helped make Maine unique.


It Happened in Maine begins with the 1607 Popham Colony, because most earlier stories lack the detailed documentation needed for a full chapter. The stories of early Maine cultures, such as the Oyster Men and Red Paint People, are built on scattered, uncovered artifacts, leaving more questions than answers. The journals of European explorers are among the earliest written records we have of Maine, however cryptic the notes. Early colonists also kept journals and sent reports to their financial backers. Those writings gave me a glimpse into that first colony and its story. The wilderness and weather that challenged Popham can still be experienced in parts of Maine. The story of the Popham colonists is the first of twenty-six stories gathered from the activities of Maine men and women, young and old, who played a part in the events that shaped and gave personality to Maine for almost three hundred years.


Through these stories the people and Maine’s past come alive. Maine has so many wonderful stories that the challenge of writing this book was how to decide which were the very best. The second edition of It Happened in Maine has the twenty-six stories that I just couldn’t resist. I hope you enjoy them. There are many others to be found. I leave it to you to explore them on your own. Happy hunting!
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THE FORGOTTEN COLONY


1607








Gathered around the small field on Sabino Head, a hundred men listened to the sermon delivered by chaplain Richard Seymour. Next the charter was read and the leaders named: George Popham, president; Raleigh Gilbert, second in command; and others. A reading of the laws to be observed completed the special service. It was August 19, 1607, and the Virginia Company of England was taking formal possession of what is now New England. The Northern Colony of Virginia was begun.


England’s King James I had chartered the Virginia Company to settle the east coast of North America based on claims resulting from John Cabot’s explorations. A group of investors from London was granted the southern region—Cape Fear, North Carolina, to the Potomac River. They had sent colonists a few months earlier to establish a colony at Jamestown. A group of investors from the Plymouth area of Devon was granted the northern region—Long Island to New Brunswick. Whichever was more successful settling their region would gain the land between. Sir John Popham, Lord Chief Justice of England, became the principal investor for the northern colony. His nephew, George, would lead the colony.


The colonists had sailed from Plymouth, England, on May 31, in the Gift of God and the Mary and John. Separated during the long voyage, the two ships regrouped off Pemaquid. Arriving at Sagadahoc in mid-August, they chose Sabino’s rocky cliff and grassy field for their new home. The service made the colony official.


The next morning, the work of building Fort Saint George began. Dividing up, one group began digging a trench for the outer fortification, a traditional star fort modified to fit the geography of the headland. The men discovered rocky glacial remnants after digging just a few feet down. So they dug a trench twenty feet wide, piling up the dirt to build a rampart. Other men gathered bundles of sticks to reinforce the rampart. When completed, cannons would be placed on its top to protect the settlement.


Another team began work on the all-important storehouse, where supplies would be kept for the winter. The storehouse was timber frame, built in a series of roughly ten-foot bays, two deep and seven long inside the fort’s west wall. One group cleared the ground for the earthen floor, while others began digging holes three feet in diameter for the wall posts. Pine was cut into wall posts a foot on each side. After raising the posts into the holes, earth was packed tightly around in the familiar earth-fast, post-and-beam construction.


When the posts were up, wall studs were set into sills formed between each set of posts. Walls were made of “wattle and daub,” thin strips of wood packed and sealed with a daub thickened with grasses and small twigs. A tough grassy plant growing all around the settlement provided thatch for the roof.


Bay by bay the storehouse took shape. By September 9, the men had made enough progress on the storehouse to begin unloading supplies. Simple white glass beads, earthenware, and trading goods went into one section. Dry and preserved foodstuffs went into another. Iron hardware, lead balls, and shot went into a section to be used as the armory. On October 8, after all the cases, tools, and supplies had been unloaded, the Mary and John sailed for England.


On board the Mary and John was draftsman John Hunt, probably a military cartographer, who carried back a precious paper map. Using a scale of feet and paces, Hunt had carefully marked each building’s location, sketching a profile and labeling its use. The meticulously drawn map of Fort Saint George was a mix of what was complete and what was planned, even marking the spot for a garden.


But there wasn’t time for a garden yet. After the nineteen-by-seventy-foot storehouse was completed, work began on Raleigh Gilbert’s house. With much left to be built, the colonists shifted to more primitive, but faster, construction, using Y-shaped crotchet posts to support the rafters. A stone hearth and chimney were the most challenging features of Gilbert’s home. Time was growing short and the weather was deteriorating. Simple buildings, little more than shelters, may have been hastily constructed for the colonists and their work, but not all of the planned buildings were completed.


While the construction continued, the leaders worked toward making the colony profitable. A few went up the river to explore the area’s resources and trade with the natives. Reports sent to England cite a wide variety of assets the colony offered: “multitude of goodlye Rivers & harbourse it doth abound with all” and “fish in the season, in great plenty . . . mastidge for shipps, goodly Oakes, and Ceaders, with infinite sortes of trees.” They even acknowledged the colony to the north at Saint Croix, describing “rich Furrs if they can keepe the Frenchmen from the trade.”


A daily journal attributed to colonist Robert Davies described the area: “Illands are all overgrowen with woods very thicke as ocks wallnyut pyne trees & many other things growinge as Sarsaperilla hassellnnyts & whorts in abundance.”


According to the Davies journal, not everyone was working on the buildings or scouting resources. The ship carpenters had begun building a ship for the colony’s use. A London shipwright named Digby was in charge and built what was described as a “pretty pinnace of about 30 tonne.” This was no kit boat brought from home and assembled on site. This ship was built from scratch in the new colony. Area trees provided the wood, and ship carpenters used an iron caulking tool to fit pitch-coated oakum into the cracks between planks. The coated fibers sealed each joint and waterproofed the hull. Although the ship was not finished until after Hunt sailed back to England, Hunt optimistically drew it on his map, at full sail off the colony.


The winter was filled with disappointments, disasters, and unexpected cold. Although the latitude was similar to England’s, the weather and winds were far more bitter than at home. After a mid-December meeting of the ruling council at the admiral’s house, the colony decided that half the men would return to England on the Gift of God. In February the colony’s president, George Popham, died, leaving the younger, rougher, and less experienced Raleigh Gilbert in charge of the forty-five remaining colonists. Relationships with the natives were not as useful as had been hoped, no usable mines had been found, and the fur trade was also not as good as had been hoped.


Sir John Popham, the colony’s financial backer, had pledged five hundred pounds per year for five years to support the venture. This would pay for the supplies needed by the colonists until the colony was profitable. Two supply ships left England for Fort Saint George in late March. In addition to supplies they may have brought very bad news. Sir John Popham had also died.


When the Mary and John returned to the colony in early September, it brought startling news for Raleigh Gilbert. His older brother, Sir John Gilbert, had died, leaving Raleigh the heir to the family title and land. The struggling Popham colony already had lost its president and its financial backing. It had not yet established the expected profitable trade. Now its current leader could have wealth and status by simply returning to England. Whatever the combination of reasons, within a month everything was loaded onto the colony-built pinnace Virginia and the Mary and John. The colony that had begun with the optimism and determination of the August ceremony ended after only thirteen months, in September 1608.


The colony at present-day Popham, Maine, did not struggle with starvation or near mutiny as did its sister colony in Jamestown. Popham never achieved financial success or long-term settlement. The fame and glory of a permanent New England settlement would wait more than a decade for the Plymouth colonists. But Popham is making its own valuable contribution to history. The very abandonment of Popham, which labeled it a failure, enables it to be a success today. Because the site was occupied for only that single year, it’s like a time capsule. The artifacts and evidence at the site give experts a precise time slice to study. Hunt’s map is the only pictorial record we have to show how the English built their early settlements.


Supported by a team of assistants and volunteers, Dr. Jeffrey Brain, an archaeologist with the Peabody Essex Museum, worked from 1994–2005 to unravel the mysteries of Popham. First learning of it while visiting friends, Dr. Brain became hooked by stories of the little-known colony. Steady research and repeated excavations have shed light on what Fort Saint George was like.


The first evidence of the storehouse was unearthed in 1994, when Dr. Brain’s team found the rotted remains of one of the storehouse posts. Since then, Dr. Brain’s teams uncovered bottle glass, buttons, North Devon ceramics, Bellarmine stoneware, musket balls, and even plate armor fragments from the colony. Hunt’s amazingly accurate map was invaluable as they worked to unearth proof of the buildings, post by post, and document the colony forgotten over time. Wood fragments, stained soil, and carefully laid stone hearths and sills, uncovered after nearly four hundred years, testify to the efforts of that brave group of men. Popham’s Fort Saint George failed financially, but it gives witness to the men’s courage, daring unknown elements to explore and settle a new land.


NOTE: The building of the Virginia by the Popham colonists began a long tradition of Maine shipbuilding. In the four hundred years since, over five thousand wooden and steel ships have been launched on the same Kennebec River. The sturdy, deepwater ship Virginia helped carry the colonists back to England and recrossed the Atlantic a year later to the sister colony in Jamestown. Plans are under way in Maine to build a thirty-ton pinnace based on the original Virginia. After more than a decade of research, design work, and planning, a keel-laying party was held on July 3, 2011. The rebuilt Virginia will be a hybrid with the speed of a pinnace but the cargo space of a bark. As fund-raising allows, the Virginia will rise from that keel, eventually licensed for thirty-five passengers. Then educational programs will be held aboard Virginia as she travel the Kennebec River in 1607 style, commemorating the Popham colony and the start of Maine’s maritime heritage.




WITHOUT A FIRE


1710








Captain John Deane and the Nottingham Galley left London, England, on August 2, 1710, loaded with cordage. They then stopped in Killybegs, Ireland, adding thirty tons of butter, over three hundred cheeses, and other stores before heading for Boston on September 25. The 120-ton British merchant ship carried ten guns and a crew of thirteen. Ship’s Mate Christopher Langman later claimed the ship and crew were in no fit condition for a transatlantic voyage, saying that “4 of the Guns were useless, and that not above 6 of the Men were capable to Serve in the Ship, in case of bad Weather.”


The crossing proved difficult, but in early December the Nottingham Galley briefly sighted land before being swallowed by fog as it approached the coast of New England. Around eight or nine o’clock on the night of December 11, the ship suddenly rammed a rocky shoal and immediately began to break apart. Sighting a dark shape a little off from the ship, the crew swam for the safety of land. In a short time all fourteen crawled ashore, relieved to survive the wreck. Langman later described their despair as they surveyed their surroundings:




When we got ashore we found it to be a desolate small island, without any Shelter; and being wet, and having but few Clothes, some began to despair of being able to live there till the Morning; and besides, we were not certain but it might be over flow’d at high Tide . . . we expected to perish there.





Huddling together, the men did make it through the night and in the morning explored their haven. It didn’t take long. At normal high tide Boon Island measures fewer than 150 feet by 300 feet, smaller than a regulation football field. More frightening, the island’s highest point was a mere fourteen feet above the ocean’s crashing waves. Everyone knew the severe storm tides could submerge the entire island. Worse was its barrenness. In 1876, 156 years later, the lightkeeper’s daughter Annie Bell Hobbs described Boon Island: “The island is made up of nothing but rocks, without one foot of ground for trees, shrubs, or grass.” There would be no shelter made from tree boughs, no wild game caught for food, no wood for a signal fire.


The men scoured the rocky shore for anything washed up from the Nottingham Galley, but precious little was found. Rigging a rough tent-like shelter from a scrap of sail, the men slept on top of each other to conserve body warmth in the freezing December cold. The next day, three cheeses washed ashore, which Deane described as “beaten into uncouth Forms by the violent Dashing of the Sea against the Rock.” A few beef bones were found and “render’d eatable by pounding on the Rock.” They found that the seaweed was edible, and low tide uncovered mussels on the rocks. The only good fortune was plentiful water. Snow and rain collected in the many hollows and crevices created by years of wave action on the rocky ledges. The salt spray made the water foul at lower points, but the hollows on higher ground held quite usable water.


When the weather cleared, the men saw how close to safety they had come. York Beach was visible just a few miles away, with ships sailing in and out of the harbor, but they had no way to make themselves seen at that distance.


The ship’s cook died of exposure on the third or fourth day; his body was taken to the shore at low tide, and high tide carried it away. The men desperately needed warmth and hope if they were to survive. As waves continued to pound the Nottingham Galley’s remains, a few more precious items washed up. The men rescued a second piece of canvas, triangular in shape and almost ten feet across. They used it to make a better shelter from the howling wind and topped it with a white distress flag, still hoping for rescue.


A caulking mallet, hammer, cutlass blade, and bits of wood with nails also washed up. Their best hope was to get help themselves, so the men began to shape a rough boat. There were only nine to ten hours of daylight per day and little warmth from the December sun even at its highest. Working on the boat exposed them to the elements, and some would stay in the shelter to conserve warmth. And as Langman later explained: “[N]or could we walk on the Rock in order to keep us warm, it was so craggy, uneven and slippery.”


The seaweed worked fairly well for food, but the mussels did not. For a few days each man got six or seven of them after harvesting at low tide, but soon the shellfish caused painful cramps and were abandoned. During the second week a seagull was found in a hole in the rocks and was killed. The raw meat was welcome, but one bird would not prevent starvation for a dozen men. They kept working.


The boat was finished by December 21; its bottom was three planks wide, the side half a plank high, with a small square sail on the short mast. The half dozen strongest men would use short, roughly shaped paddles and one longer steering paddle to navigate the miles between their island and the mainland. Eagerly, the men pushed the boat into the surf and prepared to climb in, but the boat broke apart on the rocks before even clearing the surf around the shoals. Struggling back through the icy water to the relative safety of Boon Island, the men sat watching the boat’s remnants float away. That afternoon, a fresh storm blew in, and they comforted themselves that the makeshift boat could never have survived the trip in the storm.


Not willing to give in to despair, a Scandinavian sailor led the effort to build a raft from the little wood they had left. Despite frostbitten hands and feet, a few of the sailors began to fashion a two-person raft. Many of the men were in such bad shape that they were unable to help. In addition to cold and hunger, the men now suffered from boils, ulcers, and peeling skin around the legs and ankles of those who still had boots. The ship’s carpenter was in the worst shape. Around forty-seven years old and overweight, he had been failing steadily. He died around Christmas Day, and his body was taken out of the shelter. The crew had been shipwrecked for over two weeks with only morsels of food, little shelter, and no heat at all.


The twelve still alive were desperate. Though Langman’s and Deane’s later accounts of the ordeal vary in the details, both acknowledge the despair, which drove them to use the carpenter’s body as food. Deane recalled: “A few thin Slices, wash’d in Salt-water, were brought into the Tent, and given to every one, with a good Quantity of Rockweed to supply the Place of Bread.” The distasteful choice fed their bodies but left their souls with an added burden. In his later published account Captain Deane described the state of the men as New Year’s Day approached:




half frozen, more than half famished, distempered, ulcerous, despairing, unable to help themselves . . . in a Word, labouring under a Complication of the greatest Evils, Colds, Diseases, Famine, Prospect of Death, and—Dread of Damnation.





Work continued on the raft and finally it was done. The Scandinavian and another strong swimmer pushed it out into the surf and made it through the first breakers. Suddenly, it was caught by a wave and overturned, almost drowning the two. The second sailor was too shaken to try again, but another stepped forward and joined the Scandinavian. Together they steered the raft through the surf. Their shipmates on the island waved them encouragement and watched the small craft’s progress perhaps halfway to the mainland when the sun set and they could no longer see its tiny shape. As days passed with no rescue, hope that their shipmates had reached shore disappeared.


Several of the men experienced convulsions, and one had “essentially lost his mind,” when Deane crawled from the makeshift shelter on the morning of January 2 and saw a small open boat. Less than three miles away, it was heading directly for the island. Remembering that moment, he said that “the Prospect of so sudden and unexpected a Deliverance, outstrips the Powers of Tongue and Mind.”


Neither of the men on the raft had survived, but the body of the second sailor had washed ashore, frozen, with an oar strapped to his wrist. Searchers discovered the remains of the raft less than a mile away and set out in a shallop to search nearby islands for an explanation.
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