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  To George and Betty and Pamela Penney




  who carried on in our old age




  And to the hired men who came to this farm




  from many parts of the country and




  diligently labored to help make it a success











  
Foreword





  By Clarence Day




  Kennebec County Farm Agent 1920-1937 and historian of agriculture in Maine




  This is more than just another book. It is an invitation by John William Penney (Willie Penney to all who know him) to review with him in retrospect the events of a long and busy life on an active Maine farm. His own recollections and those of his late wife, Minnie Mills Penney, together with excerpts from her diary, will interest the rural sociologist as well as the general reader as they cover a critical period in Maine agriculture.




  The Penney farm in Belgrade has been in the same family for more than one hundred and fifty years. Not only is it an old family farm, it is one of the comparatively few farms whose owners have successfully made the radical change from the self-sufficient agriculture of the nineteenth century to the highly mechanized commercial agriculture of today. Then the farmer raised a little of everything and not much of any one thing. Most of the farm produce – food, fuel, lumber, and even wool for clothing – was used at home. Now practically everything goes to market. Then they produced milk by the quart, now by the bulk tank.




  Read carefully and you will see how they made the change. Back in the ’teens Willie was selling some wood for fuel. Then he became interested in good methods of forestry and put them into practice. Soon his woodlot was a leading source of income and as the years went by he had his own sawmill. When he needed the lumber for a new house and a new barn it was there on his own farm. Meantime he had increased his herd of dairy cattle from fifteen or twenty to a hundred or more and had greatly increased milk production per cow.




  Turn from dairy to diary and you will get a glimpse of everyday happenings on a busy Maine farm. But busy as the Penneys were, they were not too busy to go to church and grange or take an active part in community and county affairs, or lend a hand to a neighbor in time of need.




  In 1943 Minnie Mills Penney was honored by the University of Maine as Outstanding Homemaker. Less than twenty other women in Maine had been so honored then. An Outstanding Homemaker is a person who has been a rural homemaker most or all of her active life, who is recognized by her neighbors as a good housekeeper and homemaker, and who has shown effective leadership in community, county, and state affairs. When you read the citation in her diary you will agree that the requirements were fulfilled. Willie and their son George, who also lives on the old farm, were honored by the Kennebec Extension Association a few years ago as outstanding farmers.
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Minnie Mills Penney at the time of her marriage in 1909
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  Will Penney’s Memories of Eight Decades




  My first ancestor in Belgrade was George Penney (1755-1814) of Wells. He came to this town in the year 1797, or shortly after that, and settled on lot No. 98 on the east shore of Long Pond near the south end. He bought this property from Samuel Stewart of Belgrade for $250.00 on October 31, 1797. The cellar hole and well of the house of this pioneer Penney can still be seen on the Dunn Road.




  George Penney was a Revolutionary War soldier, enlisting on January 10, 1776, in Captain Silas Wild’s company in the regiment of Edmund Phinney, and he probably was at Fort George in northern New York with this regiment during the course of the next year. On April 1, 1778, he was mustered at Wells for three years, or during the war, in Captain Merrill’s company of Colonel Ebenezer Sprout’s regiment, and served as a private, drummer, and sergeant. He was described at West Point on January 1, 1781, as “age 22, 5’8ʺ tall, dark complexioned, dark hair, farmer . . .” He was discharged from the Revolutionary Army on April 1, 1781. At the time of his death in 1814 he was selectman of Belgrade. During this last year of his life, he willed his property to his son, John Penney (1786-1872).




  Although there is no document covering the facts, certain obvious reasons existed at that time for the move of George Penney from Wells to Belgrade. It is probable that Samuel Stewart was also from Wells and knowledge of the property would have come through him. George came from a large family and Wells was a very old town even at that time. The Penneys who came to North Belgrade at about this time or shortly before were probably George’s brothers. It was the move from the crowded old settlements where opportunities were already occupied to the new frontier where land was available at reasonable prices and a new life could be created.




  John Penney, my great-grandfather, was a local shoemaker of Belgrade in the early 1800s, and I still have three pairs of shoes made by him.




  After George Penney died in 1814, his widow, Abigail, went back to Wells. From that place in 1835 she made an application for State bounty land in recognition of my great-great grandfather’s Revolutionary service.




  Reuel Williams, lawyer of Augusta, representative of the Kennebec Proprietors who at one time held title to all Belgrade lands, was a very prominent attorney and businessman in Augusta at this time. After the Kennebec Proprietors sold out their Maine holdings completely in 1816, he purchased a part of them, and did considerable business with Belgrade region people. It is legendary in the Penney family that Reuel Williams loaned my great-great grandfather sufficient money to buy a pair of steers and a horse.




  George Penney first put up a house to live in. The cattle were left in the open, and took shelter in the woods in winter and got their feed by browsing at an open stack of hay. Under these weakening conditions, some of the cattle wouldn’t make it through the winter. One of the early settlers reported that he once saw six cow hides in one barn, as the result of cows getting “cast.”




  In 1817, the year of the great exodus from Maine following “eighteen-hundred-and-froze-to-death,” John Penney moved from the first Belgrade Penney farm on the Dunn road to the present Penney farm that I have occupied during my life. The original purchase was made from Amos Braley on August 6, 1817, and consisted of the south side of Lot No. 122. The price was one hundred dollars. The place was covered with woods at the time and the original house that I remember may have been a house moved from the Dunn road location. At the time my great-grandfather made this move from the west to the south part of the town, some made disparaging comments about his judgment in moving to this “gulley,” as they called it. He placed his first barn on such low ground that he was troubled with water coming in in the spring.




  In the original house on this farm good wide boards were used and the cracks were covered with birch bark. At some time an addition was made to the original structure, adding three rooms. This house had three fireplaces, a great brick oven, and an enormous chimney. I have found two places where bricks were made on this farm and I am sure that some of them went into this house. I remember seeing the tracks of a hen made into one of these old farm-made bricks.




 [image: John Penney (1786-1872), the pioneer on the present farm. Picture taken about 1855.]




 John Penney (1786-1872), the pioneer on the present farm. Picture taken about 1855.
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  Mary Mitchell Penney (1794-1879), John’s second wife. Picture taken about 1870.




  The farm house where I was born, built about 1844 by my grandfather and burned to the ground in 1963, had ten rooms, not counting the pantry, and a very large ell. We children had the run of it, except for the parlor, which was never opened, other than on such special occasions as a visit by the minister. In the parlor were the six walnut chairs and the haircloth sofa that had been bought with money saved from boarding the help who were building the railroad through Belgrade in 1848. I peeked in occasionally to find the curtains drawn and the room in darkness.




  The back side of the house was shingled with split hemlock shakes that didn’t lay close. There was no paper under them, and the plastering being off under the sink, it was so co1d in the house some winter mornings that water froze on the kitchen stove. Mother had her own method of fighting the cold. She heated a short hardwood board in the oven and then stood on it while working at the sink.




  My grandmother, Hannah Williams Penney (1824-1914), told me that when her father-in-law, John Penney, wanted to do business in Hallowell, he would start from the farm at two o’clock in the morning.




  My grandfather, John W. Penney (1819-1892), who died when I was ten years old, was shorter and stouter than my father. He went with a cane and was too feeble in my time to do any work. In this time he read a great deal. But my constant cry of “ ’ead, ’ead, Grandpa,” must, have been a trial to him. He was baldheaded except for a little hair on the back of his neck. One day, carried away by the excitement of the story I had begged to have read to me, I worked my chew of gum into this bit of hair, and it had to be cut off.




  Grandfather had an easy-going disposition and was quite religious, reading out of the Bible every morning before breakfast. I don’t believe that Grandfather had any of the fine manual skill of his father, John Penney, who was a furniture maker as well as a shoemaker.




  Grandfather had six children. I am sure that my father was not his father’s favorite son.




  Grandfather did tell me one story that gave me quite a scare about the old Penneys of Wells in the eighteenth century. When all kinds of wild animals still roamed the woods in the environs of that town, one of the Penneys was attacked by a pack of wolves while he was cutting wood. By fighting them off with his axe, he managed to get home alive. Probably the purpose of repeating this terrifying tale to me was to keep me from straying into the woods on our farm, something that has happened many times to young children in this neighborhood and other parts of Maine.
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  John W. (1819-1892) about 1860 and Hannah Williams Penney (1824-1914) about 1875.




  About this time I first saw a railroad locomotive at close quarters. This frightened me as much as the wolves of Wells. Father had taken me with him to Belgrade Depot. As he was hitching the horse, a train came into the station from Oakland. Father led me up close to the locomotive. The engine was covered in steam and I could hear the hard pounding of the air pump. Just then a valve blew off with a tremendous blast. If Father hadn’t been there to grab hold of, I would have fallen.




  The farm, added to in my lifetime and before, now embraces five hundred acres. In the last century nine families lived at some place within the borders of this farm as it is now. At the top of the hill on the right was the home of Charles Chamberlain. On what is called Manley’s hill to the southwest—named for Manley Knowles—was the home of Elias Taylor, my grandfather’s grandfather. Elias is supposed to have been the first white child born in Augusta in 1762. For many years he preached at the Rockwood Corner church. The next home beyond Manley Knowles’ place was the home of Knowlton Penney and his son, Taylor. Beyond that was the home of Asa Axtell and later Melvin Smith. The remains of all these places except that of Chamberlain fall within the borders of the present Penney farm.




  The first barn built on the Penney farm after 1817 was in a low place across the road from my present house. The first part of the farm that was cleared was on the level part of the top of the hill. I remember the old road that went up to this first field clearing on the north side of a steep hollow.




  In the last century there was a road on the east side of the Smith lot that passed through woods and fields and entered the town road halfway through our woods. The first house on that road belonged to John Braley. My Aunt Eliza Penney (1845-1944) told me that she had been in that house many times. Only the cellar hole can be seen today. The next place beyond John Braley’s was the home of my grandfather’s brother, George Johnson Penney, and later of Judge Greenlief Stevens and Mary Yeaton Stevens. Judge Stevens was well known among Civil War veterans as the commander of Stevens’ Battery at Gettysburg and in other memorable campaigns of the Army of the Potomac. His son, Don Stevens, told me that his father once raised two thousand bushels of potatoes, and people came from far and wide to see such a large field so seldom known at that time of subsistence farming. I recall the remains of this place, the barn fallen in and the house moved away. I took the stone out of the cellar in 1908 for the house I planned to build in 1909 and filled the hole up.




  About fifty rods north of our present buildings was the home of Sam Judkins. Aunt Eliza told me that Judkins was part Indian, and I believe this to be true. The Judkins barn was moved nearer to our buildings by my grandfather and is now our back barn, called the “Sam barn” by the older people in my family. And in time I filled the Judkins cellar.




  The Stevens place, so-called, finally was mortgaged to the bank and my father, J. Newton Penney (1852-1939), got it as a result of a foreclosure.




  The particulars of this foreclosure were rather unusual. Elisha Knowles, who had become the owner of this property, had a very cross dog, especially with strangers. One day the dog followed his master’s wagon as Elisha drove to Belgrade Depot to visit the store. A villager attempted to put the dog off the store porch and the dog attacked. The man grabbed the dog’s ears in an attempt to keep him off, but his wrists were lacerated before a neighbor, shingling on a nearby building, ran up with a hatchet and dispatched the dog. A lawsuit followed and the farm was mortgaged to the Augusta Savings Bank to pay the $600.00 award for injury.




  Manley Knowles, our neighbor to the south, moved away when I was quite small, and I can only remember that he used to mow his hay fields with oxen. He had them so well trained that he could ride the mowing machine. His cattle strayed a good deal, which he seemed to think was their right. Manley was a scrappy little fellow, but in an argument with Augustus Brown over the question of his wandering cattle, he came out the worst of it. Brown knocked him down.




  Beyond the Knowles place was the home of Taylor Penney, my father’s cousin. He suffered very much in his married life from the constant hen-pecking of his wife. The day he was married he lit his cigar with a five dollar bill. That may have been the last happiest day of his life. With the nagging, he was not so prosperous in his later years. I remember when we were milking our cows on one cold winter morning Taylor calling on one of his wife’s errands; her cat had gone astray and he was looking for it. Another time, directly after a very severe snow storm and hard blow, his wife decided to go to Belgrade Depot. The roads had not been broken but this made no difference to such a willful woman. Our hill just east of our buildings was drifted full. Father, my brother, Harry (1885-1963), and I had a hard time getting Taylor and his wife through with their horse and sleigh. Their old horse wanted to lay down in the snow. Mary got out in the snow to walk, fretting and fuming, ranting and raving. She finally decided that she was cut out only for life in the city, and obliged Taylor to move to Augusta. They lived for several years in the brick house still standing at the corner of Bridge and State Streets. Their daughter, Lillie Penney (1876-1930), taught school in a building across the street.




  The place beyond Taylor’s had once been the home of Asa Axtell, a man of civic interest in our community. Notices of Belgrade town meetings were posted at his shop. He built and made the furnishings for the old country school in our neighborhood that I later attended. When I was a boy Mel Smith lived on the Axtell place.




  Aunt Eliza remembered being in school here with Mel in the 1850s. He responded to the “western fever” early in life at a time when this ailment was rampant in Maine, and he lived somewhere in the west for a long time in the frontier days. In later life he returned to this neighborhood, and when he had a few drinks would relate tales of his adventures and of his service on a vigilante committee, punctuating the drama of his story with shots from his revolver. On an investigation he was caught alone with desperadoes. Just as the fight was to start, Mel made a spring for the door at the moment one of the bad ones grabbed his coat tails and tore his coat off right under the arms.




  Mel could make a plausible case for the role he had played. A game warden took him to Augusta once for fishing in Belgrade Stream in a closed season. After talking with the aged frontiersman at some length, the Judge told him to fish all he wanted to.




  Mel had a large pile of manure near his barn, the accumulation of years. I thought of buying it for the back end of the Penney farm, so I went over to see him about it, only to find him in a very bad mood. My next door neighbor had had the same idea and had gone to Mel with an offer. Mel reported, “I caught up a sled stake and said, ’You get out of here. When a man sells his manure, he is selling his farm.’” I had a narrow escape.




  One morning Mel came over to see Father, saying that he had been robbed of eighty-five dollars. It seemed that two fellows, one of the Stevens boys and a man named Delaware, had called the night before with a jug of cider. When Mel got up in the morning, he found that his money was missing. He wanted Father to help him go after the suspects, but Father wouldn’t do anything. I think he should have helped the old man out. But these fellows sometimes worked for us on the farm, and probably Father didn’t want to get mixed up in such an unpleasant situation. Mel had to give up and go home.




  Charles Chamberlain lived at the top of the hill on the east of the road. His cellar hole has never been filled. His farm was on top of a hill, poor land, and he was as poor as the land. Charles was very nervous and excitable to an unusual degree. His neighbors used to help his family, with the custom of his paying them back with work. If they didn’t call on him in due time, he became very angry. He would put a bushel of corn on his shoulder to be ground and keep it there without taking it off to rest until he had walked to Coombs’ Mill in Augusta, seven miles away. He once overtook a team on the way home and he was invited to ride, but after a short distance, he got out, saying that he was in a hurry.




  [image: J. Newton (1852-1939) and Celia White Penney (1859-1937) about 1881.]




  J. Newton (1852-1939) and Celia White Penney (1859-1937) about 1881.




  Charles had two children, Henry and Mary. Mary was hired to look after my Aunt Eliza when she went to school for the first time about 1851. Henry got a gun and this made his father very worried and nervous when he went hunting. If Henry fired in hearing distance, his father would shout, “Have you shot yourself?” and start to run in the direction of the sound.




  Part of the Penney farm is on the south end of the great gravel esker extending intermittently many miles to the north left by the glacier ten or twenty thousand years ago. Penney Pond, about twenty-five acres in extent, is the largest of a group of sixteen glacial ponds in the immediate vicinity, one of the most interesting and conspicuous geological wonders in the State of Maine. These ponds were made by gigantic blocks of glacier ice becoming submerged and buried for many years beneath the soil debris carried by the glacier. Thawing out after many years, when the glacier had receded, the ice left a deep pothole that remained filled with water from supplies in the surrounding terrain. Some of these glacier ponds make almost a perfect circle.




  Of course we were unaware of the geological history when we were learning to swim in Penney Pond. A point narrows the pond in one place and there may be a spring there as it is always the last place to freeze over. The beach at the north end is not good for it drops off into deep water abruptly, but at the south end the shore could not be better.




  There is a time at freezeup and shortly after before the ice is covered with snow when a considerable noise comes from the expanding ice and movements of water below, a kind of rumbling and groaning sound. My cousin, Fred Brown, didn’t care for this rather ominous sound, and he didn’t like to go near the ponds at that time of the year.




  When I was a very small boy I remember a day when I was helping Father mend fence near the house. A neighbor stopped and told him that Ulysses S. Grant had just died. This was in the month of July, 1885, and I was only a little more than three years old. Of course I hardly knew what our neighbor was talking about. But something about the manner of the announcement stayed with me, and I never forgot this time of the passing of one of the more memorable Americans of the last century. General Grant had special significance in that time and place. Belgrade was literally sprinkled with men who had served under Grant in the Army of the Potomac and some had seen him when the Army marched on Pennsylvania Avenue only twenty years before. He was one of the few important Americans of the time that local country people could feel a special kinship with.




  In those early times eighty and more years ago, Ellen Knowles (1858-1919) was our nearest neighbor, and she and Mother were close friends. Many-a-time I recall trudging along across the field, holding Mother’s hand, going for a visit. Ellen always took us into the parlor where I much admired the well-kept furniture, and believed our neighbor must be very rich.




  Now that splendid old house, that dates from early in the 1800s, is coming to a sad end, much in disrepair, with some of the panes in the windows fallen out.




  I have a recollection of one early Christmas sometime in the late 1880s. Harry and I had heard a good deal about the character and doings of Santa Claus, that he only visited good children. We made an effort to be worthy. The house chimney ran down beside our room and the night before that Christmas we slept very little, hoping to hear Santa Claus when he descended through it. We heard nothing, as it happened, and doubts crept over us. But when dawn first broke over the farm, we rushed down stairs in our nightdresses and found that he had been there. He had filled stockings with popcorn, peanuts, candy and oranges. On the mantle we found games and picture books. Dinah, the big doll, had been rehabilitated with a new dress and a new eye. From then on we were firm believers in Santa Claus.




  Perhaps realizing that I had a lot to learn, or to me out from under foot, my formal schooling started a year earlier than was usual at that time. I entered school in the neighborhood in the month of September in the year 1887. And I remember well on my arrival at the schoolhouse my deep humiliation at being seated among the girls.




  In those days it was common for the teachers to be young men or women who had been brought up and lived in the immediate neighborhood. My first teacher, lived with her folks half a mile up the road. They were all terrified in a thunderstorm. I remember the first big one that struck when she was teaching in our little school. She dismissed the school immediately and led the stampede for home with tremendous power of foot. I was the last one off, making as much noise as I could at the top of my voice.




  My first lesson was based on the word “cat,” which kept me busy for a long time. Good behavior brought its reward, and I was soon promoted to switch cutter. The big boys started to notice me then, telling me where I could cut the larger sticks, which they said they recommended.




  There was a little mouse that used to come out on the floor when school was in session and the students were quiet. We called him “teacher’s mouse” and everyone loved the little creature. One day Harry hit him on the head with his lead pencil and he went rolling and tumbling down the aisle to the teacher’s feet. Soon he recovered enough to find his hole, but we didn’t see him again for several days.




  At that time in Belgrade, as in the rest of Maine, the old school district law was still in force. Each little neighborhood in all of our country towns was a power unto itself and, in the most direct democracy on the face of the earth, initiated and operated schools. On infrequent occasions a town supervisor might call to inspect the work of the teacher and the children. I recall such an instance when the supervisor was visiting and a small boy was reading at the teacher’s knee, with greater confidence than ever before, at last shouting, “Take off your thumb.” This performance attracted the supervisor’s attention, as he said to the eager little boy, “That is a pretty suit you have.” “Yes,” the little boy replied, “And we didn’t pay for it.”




  Some boys found a large hornets’ nest and they hid it in the schoolroom one cold morning. The first hornet that warmed up and came out didn’t attract much attention, but then they came in full force, and there was a riot. There were many casualties and some started for home, but the teacher sent the larger boys to bring them back to the battlefield. The war on the hornets went on with the use of shingles until the room was cleared of them. As so many of us nursed our wounds, the teacher seemed to think we had suffered enough for our wrongdoing. She did not see fit to mete out further punishment, which might have been justified.




  There was a wonderful hill for coasting near our school house and we made good use of it. A man living in a house at the top of this hill could play the violin, and one day he brought it down to us. It was the first time I had heard a violin. I never forgot this sweet music.




  In this same house lived the Widow Newell with her large family of children, which she ruled with an iron hand. George, one of the boys about my age, having been up to some mischief that had immediately come to his mother’s knowledge, thought if he brought me home as a visitor, his mother would be forced to overlook it. His stratagem didn’t work; she went at him with a barrel stave, and I fled the scene with his yells ringing in my ears.




  A person going by this place observed the Widow Newell hoeing alone in her garden. He said to her, “You need a man.” She answered, “I’ve got the poison already for him!”




  At last the family on the hill near the school moved away and we had the run of an old orchard where there was a very large pear tree that sometimes bore. It was in a rich place and one year it was full. Our interest increased as we observed the pears ripening. At last the day was set for me and all of my young friends to bring baskets and bags and a fair division would be made. On the appointed morning we all arrived at the pear tree only to find it stripped. There are no words to describe our rage and disappointment.




  Several of the big boys in my school had already learned to chew tobacco, a very common practice for men in those days. We younger boys looked on at these mannerisms in admiration and hoped that soon we could also acquire the habit with its attendant arts. One night on the way home these boys made us very happy by giving each of us a large piece of chewing tobacco. Soon this softened and swelled in our mouths and propped them open. We couldn’t spit, but we could swallow and we were overcome with joy. We were learning to chew. This pleasure was very short-lived. Before we had gone far on the road for home a terrible nausea and dizziness collapsed us in the ditch. Here we rolled and retched in agony, thinking that we had come to our end. After raising a quantity of that awful juice, we were barely able to get to our feet and continue towards home, trembling, tottering, and faltering along without hats or dinnerpails.




  There was one boy in particular who made a lot of trouble in school in time. He was the one that had surprised the supervisor in his early days. Occasionally he had to be called up by the teacher to be straightened out. He loved to fight, and I had many scraps with him, not always friendly ones. One night the school scholars started off for home as usual, but we stayed to throw rocks, and I happened to hit him near the temple with a sharp scaler. He went into the air like a jumping-jack and started for home at top speed. Far ahead the other scholars that had gone on before stood in the road to watch him run. I had hardly reached home when his mother arrived at our door with a team bringing Fred done up in a sheet stained with much blood. I fully expected severe consequences, but nothing happened. It was ten days before we saw Fred again and the look on his face did not indicate that I was forgiven for almost committing mayhem.




  Of course I wanted Fred to forget his injury, so I invited him home after school on one occasion to go sailing on my raft. When we got out in the middle of the Bog pond, I told him that here it was supposed to have no bottom. Still filled with the spirit of vengeance, he chose this place to push me off the raft. He was still clinging to his hurt.




  One cold winter day when we arrived at school we found the door open and the windows all gone. The term was finished out at my home, where the teacher boarded, as it happened. Fred was the only one in our school who didn’t join us, and we suspected him of stealing the windows and perhaps even stripping the pear tree.
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