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For Jean Luce, whose drive, boundless energy, and unwavering trust in Carrabassett Valley’s potential are the foundation of our most audacious dreams come true.










FOREWORD



Senator Angus King


Brigadoon is a mythical village in the Highlands of Scotland that comes to life on only one day every hundred years, but on that day, as you can imagine, there is joy, celebration, and great skiing. Well, maybe not so much skiing, but that’s certainly a big part of the weekly celebration at Maine’s Brigadoon, Carrabassett Valley.


Every winter Friday night, the valley magically transforms into a kind of hybrid Maine town with weekend citizens from across the state, as well as from neighboring states and provinces. The population swells, parking lots fill up, and neighbors greet each other as old friends, even though they may spend most days far apart. As is true of Maine generally, there is a distinct sense of community and pride of place, especially when they look down on their friends at Sunday River from the top of Timberline.


But there is another Carrabassett as well—the year-round village with the good people who make everything work on those special weekends. Barely fifty years old, the town is home to builders and plumbers, snowmakers and chefs, fishing guides, students at Carrabassett Valley Academy, and a goodly number of retirees who have made the highlands their permanent home.


This book is the story of a magical village, from its founding as an outpost in the woods not so long ago to the present day, and why the motto on the sign outside of town still rings true: “From here on your life will never be the same.”










AUTHORS AND CONTRIBUTORS



THE INITIATOR


Dick Crommett was Carrabassett Valley’s unofficial town historian. He moved to his longtime seasonal home in Campbell Field in 1995 after retiring from a forty-year career in the paper industry. Active in local affairs, he was a founding member of the Carrabassett Valley Outdoor Association, a longtime member of Sugarloaf Ski Club, and a member of the Carrabassett Valley Planning Board. Friends called him the “Mayor of Campbell Field” for coordinating snowplowing and other neighborhood chores.


Dick became interested in the town’s history while researching his family’s genealogy. He spent several years digging into the historical record, compiling a collection of hundreds of newspaper articles, deeds, and other documents. Shortly before his death in 2004, he wrote a timeline of significant events, with the entreaty, “As the author is not immortal, he hopes that others will assume the continuing task of collecting, presenting, and preserving town historical information.”


And so, in 2017, the Carrabassett Valley History Committee formed. Its original members included John McCatherin, Al Diamon, Don Fowler, Dave Cota, and Steve Pierce. Selectman John Beaupre was chairperson. Paul Crommett donated his father’s research, which forms the foundation of the town’s historic archives. The committee then expanded on Crommett’s timeline and published it at history.carrabassettvalley.org.


The website generated so much community discussion that the committee pressed ahead with its research and hired a writer, Virginia M. Wright, who did further research and gathered the town’s stories into book form.



THE WRITER



Virginia M. Wright has written about Maine’s people, places, and culture for magazines and newspapers for more than thirty years. She is a former senior editor of Down East magazine. She lives in Camden.


THE CARRABASSETT VALLEY HISTORY COMMITTEE


John Beaupre owned and operated grocery and convenience stores in Carrabassett Valley and Kingfield for more than thirty years, including Mountainside Grocers, Ayotte’s Country Store, and Sugarloaf Groceries (all of which he sold in 2022), as well as Anni’s Market. He is a longtime member of the Carrabassett Valley Select Board and serves on the Golf Course Greens Committee, the Carrabassett Valley Regional Housing Committee, and the board of directors for the Carrabassett Valley Public Library. He met his wife, Tracy Allen Beaupre, at Sugarloaf Brewing Company in 2002. Their daughter, Nicole Marie Beaupre, was born in Carrabassett Valley on January 13, 1998, during the infamous 1998 ice storm.


Timothy Flight grew up as “a free-range child at Sugarloaf,” and skiing and snowboarding became his passions. He was a snowboard racer at Carrabassett Valley Academy, and when he was in college, he qualified for the U.S. Alpine Nationals, winning the giant slalom event and placing first in alpine combined and second in slalom. Today, he is a computer/software systems specialist, but he is still involved in snowboard racing as CVA’s snowboard supervisor. His research into his family’s genealogy has taken him throughout the United States, Quebec, the Maritimes, Italy, and Ireland.


Don Fowler has skied nearly every ski area in Maine, but Sugarloaf, which he first skied as a teenager in 1957, is his North Star. He traveled to the mountain on weekends from Portland for more than three decades before moving to Carrabassett Valley and opening his Kingfield law office in the 1990s. Since then, he’s skied every day the mountain is open and meticulously logged the weather, conditions, and his companions on the slopes. His knowledge of Sugarloaf history was so valuable to John Christie when he was writing The Story of Sugarloaf that Christie dedicated the book to him. Sugarloaf resort has frequently relied on Don’s expertise in real-estate law in the western Maine mountains and, in particular, ski-area land transactions. Don is a founding member of the Carrabassett Valley Outdoor Association, a founder and former director of the Maine Ski and Snowboard Museum, and a former director and president of Mt. Abram Regional Health Center. In 2019, he was inducted into the Maine Ski Hall of Fame for his dedication to skiing and to Sugarloaf.


Ted Jones, a Millinocket native, has been a resident of Carrabassett Valley since 1966, when he became administrator assistant to Sugarloaf general manager John Christie and accountant for Sugarloaf Mountain Corporation. In 1975, he left Sugarloaf to start a wood-products manufacturing business in Kingfield. He sold the business in 1990 but continued woodworking at the home he shared with his wife, the late artist Kitty Cole Jones. Their house, built in 1956 by Dead River Company land manager Ken Packard, is a local landmark because of its bridge driveway over the Carrabassett River.


Jean Luce, her husband Norton, and their preschool children, Robert and Johanna, moved from Farmington to Sugarloaf Village in Crockertown in 1964. As a stay-at-home mom, she was the secretary of Sugarloaf Ski Club, part-time ski instructor, a founding director and later president of Sugarloaf Regional Ski Educational Foundation, and a founder and board member of Carrabassett Valley Academy. A certified ski race official, she served as race administrator of the World Cup at Sugarloaf in 1971, later officiating at twenty other World Cups, World Championships, and Olympics in the United States. In the 1980s and 1990s, Jean was on the Sugarloaf Ski Club staff as a full-time competition administrator. After retiring, Jean was a founder and president of the Maine Ski and Snowboard Museum. In 2004, she became the first woman to be inducted into the Maine Ski and Snowboard Hall of Fame.


Wendy Russell has been Carrabassett Valley’s town clerk since 2006, when she, husband Scott Russell, and son Nicholas settled in the valley, which she fondly calls the “land of misfit toys” for its assortment of characters. She has lived in western Maine since 1991 and, prior to becoming town clerk, worked in area restaurants and for Sugarloaf’s reservation department.


John Slagle retired full time to Carrabassett Valley in 2012 after a career that included serving as a teacher, coach, and administrator at Maine Central Institute in Pittsfield, vice president of human and environmental resources at Dragon Products in Portland, and, finally, manager in hydroelectric consulting at Kleinschmidt Associates in Falmouth. His wife, Pink, had “insisted” that their son and daughter would grow up in a skiing family. While living in Pittsfield, they made day trips to Sugarloaf; then, after moving to Scarborough in 1993, they rented seasonally on West Mountain. They bought their own place in 2001. John serves on the Carrabassett Valley Planning Board.










1 A Town Like No Other



On a few occasions, visiting feature writers, confounded in their search for a downtown with white church, historic homes, and brick storefronts, have concluded that Carrabassett Valley isn’t a real town and it’s just another name for Sugarloaf resort. They’re wrong.
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An American flag has been flown over the Carrabassett River for decades. The identity of who started the tradition is a mystery. SAMUEL TRAFTON/MAINE DRONE IMAGING








It’s true that Carrabassett Valley, located sixty country miles from Interstate 95, doesn’t look like a classic rural New England town. Only a handful of buildings predate 1950. Settlement is concentrated in two areas separated by six woodsy miles: “the valley,” with its 1960s A-frames and camps, and “the mountain,” where Sugarloaf has built a maze of contemporary condominium and house developments, along with hotels, restaurants, and boutiques. But with just 673 year-round residents, the town of Carrabassett Valley—not Sugarloaf—owns a Robert Trent Jones Jr.–designed golf course, a two-thousand-acre ski-touring and mountain-bike park, an airport, a riverside rail trail, an advanced fitness center with indoor climbing wall and skate park, a handsome modern library, and a park with outdoor swimming pool, tennis courts, and playground.1 Yet the town’s mill rate has never exceeded $8.40.
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A trail network, currently comprising eighty miles, continues to be developed by the Carrabassett Valley Trails partnership. COURTESY OF JAMIE WALTER








That’s because Carrabassett Valley doesn’t just look different from other towns; it does things differently. The two dozen ski bums who founded the town in 1972 laid out a vision for an outdoor recreation economy achieved through creative investment, and townspeople have focused unwaveringly on pursuing that goal ever since. Their vision has steered them through boom times and recessions, through snow bounties and snow droughts, through the COVID-19 pandemic’s travel and social-gathering restrictions, and through four ownership changes at Sugarloaf, the town’s visual, cultural, and economic beating heart—but not its master. Townspeople demonstrated that point in 1993 when, with level-headedness and financial acumen, they crafted a plan to help the cash-strapped resort pay off millions of dollars in debt, all the while preserving their rock-bottom tax rate.


Today Carrabassett Valley is known far and wide not just for skiing and snowboarding but also for golfing, mountain biking, hiking, cross-country skiing, snowshoeing, snowmobiling, ATVing, hunting, and fishing. The town’s allure is such that many of the thousands who visit each year return again and again, maybe buy a seasonal home, or maybe even settle in year-round. They’re responding to not only the limitless recreation but also the magnificent mountainous landscape and the camaraderie they find in a community made up almost entirely of people who share their interests.
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Carrabassett Valley’s motto originated with a 1968 ad for Dead River’s Redington North housing development. AUTHOR
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Taking a breather. COURTESY OF SAM PUNDERSON








Nearly everyone who lives in Carrabassett Valley has come from someplace else, and they’re a well-educated and well-heeled lot. More than 70 percent of residents have a bachelor’s degree or higher, more than twice that of the state population. The median household income of $67,000 is 30 percent higher than Franklin County households as a whole. It’s a mature community, even for Maine, the oldest state: Carrabassett Valley’s median age is sixty-four, whereas Maine’s is forty-five (when Carrabassett was founded, the median age was late twenties to early thirties). Not surprisingly, then, Carrabassett Valley has no public school—there have never been enough children to necessitate building one, though the question has been raised now and then. Instead, the town pays the state tuition rate for children to attend the school of their choice. In 2022–2023, nearly half of the eighty-one schoolchildren living in town chose Carrabassett Valley Academy, the private ski and snowboarding school that has been an inducement for many families to relocate to Carrabassett.
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Route 27 camp. AUTHOR








The seasonal population fluctuates wildly. On peak winter weekends, an estimated ten thousand people are in town, and yet only 340 of the town’s 2,100 dwelling units are occupied year-round. Most residences were built after 1985, but because all the housing developments are private, the town of Carrabassett Valley maintains and plows the same amount of roadway it did when it was founded—two and a half miles.
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Brackett Basin is part of Sugarloaf’s side-country terrain, which is wild and remote, yet maintained and patrolled. COURTESY OF JAMIE WALTER








The built environment occupies a relatively small portion of Carrabassett Valley’s fifty-one thousand acres. Six entities own nearly 85 percent of the town’s land area; most of it is classified as productive forestland and is open to recreation in varying degrees, according to town manager Dave Cota. The Penobscot Nation is the largest landowner, with twenty-four thousand acres acquired from Dead River Company in 1981 with funds it received from the Maine Indian Claims Settlement Act. The Nation has long permitted recreation on its lands but closed them to the public in 2020 after town leaders testified against a bill that would grant Maine tribes full sovereignty. The select board’s concern is that the proposed law exempts the Penobscots’ property from local zoning and land-use ordinances. A sovereignty bill was vetoed by Governor Janet Mills in 2023, though lawmakers were expected to consider another such measure in 2024. Negotiations between the town and the Penobscot Nation are ongoing.
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The Carrabassett Valley Academy campus at the foot of Sugarloaf Mountain. COURTESY OF CARRABASSETT VALLEY ACADEMY
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Trails for all skill levels wind through the forest. COURTESY OF JAMIE WALTER








The state of Maine is the second largest landowner, with 9,760 acres, most of it acquired from Plum Creek Timber Company in 2013 and incorporated into the 12,045-acre Crocker Mountain Conservation Project. The town and its partners are currently expanding the Nordic skiing/mountain biking trail network into this public land. The other major landowners are Sugarloaf Mountain Corporation with 5,208 acres, the town of Carrabassett Valley with 2,261 acres, Weyerhaeuser timberland company with 2,108 acres, and the Carrabassett Valley Sanitary District with 1,347 acres.


As a relatively new town created out of unincorporated Jerusalem and Crockertown townships, which had no recorded story of longstanding settlement, Carrabassett Valley has had the advantage of starting with a clean slate. Other than timber harvesting, skiing was the town’s only industry in 1972. There were no mills to revive or repurpose, no locals to alienate, no power structure to buck. Town leaders set policies and accomplished projects in unconventional ways because they were well educated, skilled in diverse occupations, and young and unfamiliar with notions of How Things Should Be Done. They forged—and their successors continue to forge—innovative cooperative relationships to achieve initiatives, such as the golf course, the trails network, and the fitness center—and that’s what really sets Carrabassett Valley apart. “It’s unique,” said Cota, who came to Carrabassett from Greenville in 2001. “It’s an amazing model.”


Carrabassett Valley’s partners have included the state, businesses, private institutions, and nonprofit organizations. The logistics of each collaboration were crafted to leverage each partner’s resources and expertise. Recreation projects have most often been the focus, but not always. Carrabassett Valley and Sugarloaf, for example, have created what may be the country’s only public/private police force: The town-employed chief oversees a staff of Sugarloaf security officers who train at the Maine Police Academy at the town’s cost and who have full authority to enforce the law, including powers of arrest. “It works very well for everyone,” Cota said. “The town gets a 24/7 police department for much less cost than other towns.”


Of course, none of this would have happened if it were not for Carrabassett Valley’s striking geology, and so we begin our history with its creation thousands of years ago.
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Hole 11, part of the “string of pearls” at Sugarloaf Golf Club. COURTESY OF SUGARLOAF











1. Population, housing, and other demographic data in this chapter were gathered from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2020 Decennial Census and 2020 American Community Survey.










2 A Long, Long Time Ago in a Place Right Here



In 1999, a state archaeological team armed with shovels, buckets, and sifting screens gathered at the Hammond Field picnic area on the bank of the Carrabassett River. They had come to survey the site for evidence of past human activity and, if relics were found, advise the Maine Department of Transportation on the location of a new outhouse.
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The artifacts undercovered in the Hammond Field archaelogical dig appear to be whittling and scraping tools. COURTESY OF THE MAINE HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION
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A Paleo-Indian hunting party camped at the site of the present-day Route 27 rest area, leaving behind stone tools whose remnants were uncovered by archaeologists in 1999. AUTHOR








Such “shovel tests” are standard procedure in advance of governmentfunded construction projects, even small, unexciting ones like privies, but what the archaeologists found after they peeled back and sifted the soil wasn’t mundane at all: small sandy-brown stones marked by sharp-edged multifaceted surfaces that could only have been shaped by precise strikes and pressure. They’re the first recorded evidence of an ancient human presence ever found in the Carrabassett River Valley, tangible links to a nomadic band of Paleo-Indians who hunted and foraged along the river thousands of years ago.


The hunters didn’t find those rocks anywhere near the Carrabassett River, though. The tools are fashioned from Onondaga chert, a hard, finegrained sedimentary rock endemic to New York’s Hudson and Mohawk river valleys, northern Pennsylvania, and southwestern Ontario. Early humans around the world favored chert because they could break it in controllable ways to make crude but durable implements for chopping, grinding, gouging, hammering, and spearing. The Hammond Field artifacts “look like whittling or scraping tools, probably used to make or sharpen other tools of bone or wood,” said Arthur Speiss, chief historic preservationist at the Maine Historic Preservation Commission (MHPC), which conducted the dig. The team also uncovered “flakes” of Mount Jasper rhyolite from northern New Hampshire (flakes are stone chips removed in the toolmaking process) and a piece of calcite bone burned blue-white from having been tossed in a campfire. About four inches long, the bone was sharpened to a point and probably served as an awl. The team couldn’t pinpoint the objects’ age but said they may have been made as far back as the last ice age.


So how did Paleo-Indians living in western Maine twelve thousand years ago acquire chert from an outcrop hundreds of miles away? Did they carry the tools with them as they pursued caribou into new habitat opened up by shrinking glaciers? Did they acquire them in trade? Is it possible they journeyed all the way from Maine to the source of that valued rock, much the way Native peoples made long pilgrimages for Mount Kineo rhyolite, which was likewise prized for toolmaking? “I don’t know,” Speiss said, “and I wish we did.”
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Sugarloaf Mountain after a storm. SAMUEL TRAFTON/MAINE DRONE IMAGING








Nearly a decade after the Hammond Field dig, in 2008, a similar small excavation at the south end of Sugarloaf Regional Airport uncovered the remains of a likely hunting camp: one chipped tool fashioned from local stone, some fire-burned rock, and the burned bone fragments of a large mammal, perhaps a deer. Again, researchers couldn’t attribute a date to the site, but it was several thousand years old and possibly used seasonally or intermittently for centuries, said Dr. Ellen Cowie, the former codirector of the Northeast Archeology Research Center, which conducted the dig for MHPC. The Carrabassett River was far from the easiest route inland, so Cowie suspects people returned to the spot because either food was abundant or it held some other significance.


As environmental-impact review projects, the Hammond Field and airport digs were not designed to answer big questions about the people who occupied the campsites, such as how they obtained food, water, and shelter, where and how far they traveled, and what their cultural and spiritual practices might have been. “There have been no such broader archaeological survey projects in Carrabassett Valley, so we do not know how many other sites there may be, nor where later [Wabanaki] settlements might have been located,” Speiss said. But, he added, it wouldn’t surprise him if there were more.


FIRE AND ICE


When the first people arrived in western Maine around the end of the late ice age, they encountered a landscape that had been shaped over billions of years by the pushing together and breaking apart of continents, most notably the collision 360–470 million years ago of two huge landmasses that would eventually become North America and Europe. As one tectonic plate slid under the other, the earth’s crust and mantle buckled and fractured, thrusting clay and sand from the ocean depths up onto the land in huge volcanic piles that today are the Appalachian Mountains, a system of ranges stretching from central Alabama to Newfoundland and Labrador. The heat from the fiery magma that flowed over the newly formed mountains forged the ocean mud into layers of metamorphic rock, mostly granite and gabbro. In and around Carrabassett Valley, these mountains include Sugarloaf, Bigelow, Crocker, Redington, and others in the Longfellow Range, which Maine state geologist Robert Marvinney estimates were originally twelve to fifteen thousand feet high—three to four times their current elevations.


During the ice ages that followed, Maine was covered in slowly moving continental glaciers, some nearly a mile deep, similar to the ice sheets that sit atop Antarctica and Greenland today. Localized alpine glaciers whittled the high hardened stone peaks of Sugarloaf and its neighbors and crept down their slopes, carving the drainage ditch that would become the Carrabassett River. About twenty-one thousand years ago, as the climate warmed, the last of the glaciers began to recede, a process that would take over eight thousand years.


With the weight of the glaciers gone, the land rose up. Estimates vary, but the Paleo-Indians—whom Wabanaki tribes claim as their ancestors—probably arrived in western Maine during this period, about thirteen thousand years ago. “People may have been waiting for the ice to melt away,” Marvinney said. “They moved in pretty quickly after the ice melted.”


Maine was a subarctic environment similar to today’s Labrador, with spruce forests in the southernmost part of the state gradually giving way to a treeless tundra in the north, which was covered in snow much of the year. Large herds of caribou and possibly the last of the mastodons and mammoths grazed on small plants, mosses, and shrubs that grew in the stark landscape. Paleo-Indians spent their days hunting these animals. Their small campsites, like those in Carrabassett Valley, have been found across New England and the Maritimes.


As the climate continued to warm over the next nine thousand years, dense forests of spruce, fir, poplar, birch, oak, and white pine took over Maine’s interior. By the end of this phase, the landscape had assumed many of the features we’d recognize today. With these abundant resources, Native peoples’ technologies advanced. They were able to travel greater distances with the canoes they built—first, dugouts chiseled and gouged from tree trunks; later, birchbark vessels capable of holding a lot of people and supplies, yet lightweight enough for long portages. They added sticks and branches to their tool-making repertoire, producing lighter and more effective hunting weapons, such as spears and bows and arrows. They fashioned cooking pots from clay, firing them to make them durable. They built villages along rivers and at the inlets and outlets of lakes and moved between settlements, summering on the coast, where fish and clams were abundant, and canoeing up rivers in the fall to winter in the interior, where game was plentiful.


The Carrabassett River Valley was almost certainly hunting ground for Native peoples over these many thousands of years. The archaeological record, though slim, supports this theory, as does the written history that begins in the sixteenth century with the arrival of European explorers and missionaries. It’s unlikely, however, that the valley ever hosted anything more permanent than hunting camps for the simple reason that it wasn’t a convenient place for people who traveled by foot and canoe to live. The Carrabassett is a moody waterway to navigate—a torrent in the spring, placid and rocky in summer and fall. More important, it’s effectively a dead-end road: The river’s headwaters between Spaulding Mountain and Mount Redington connect to no other waterway.2 “The river doesn’t go anywhere,” said Kenny Wing, a retired district forest ranger, Franklin County historian, and archaeologist who has worked on digs in Maine. “Why would the Indians come here?”


Of course, the Carrabassett does empty into the Kennebec River, which was a major highway for Native travelers, but Wing says other tributaries provided easier access to the watershed’s vast hunting grounds and beyond. The South Branch of the Dead River (where Wing, a Eustis native, has collected thousands of arrowheads and other artifacts) was a well-documented Wabanaki canoe route that linked the Rangeley Lakes to both the Kennebec in the east and, via Little Spencer Stream, the Moose River in the north. The North Branch of the Dead River connected canoeists to Quebec’s Chaudière River—the same route used by Benedict Arnold for his expedition to Quebec in 1775.


Likewise, the Sandy River “is much more commodious for canoeing” than the Carrabassett, writes retired history professor David Cook in Above the Gravel Bar: The Native Canoe Routes of Maine. The Sandy “has a gentle pitch over its distance, and provides a direct Kennebec/Rangeley Lakes/Androscoggin canoe connection. At Farmington Falls, the Abenaki village of Amascontee was an easy canoe trip from Norridgewock on the main Kennebec. The Carrabassett has long and thundering rapids, while the Sandy meanders through a broad and fertile valley with canoe connections to the Belgrade/Kennebec lake system.”


WHO WAS CARRABASSETT?


When the first Europeans arrived in Maine in the 1500s, the Upper Kennebec River watershed was the long-established homeland of the Abenaki Nation’s Kennebec (or Canabis) tribe. The nearest village to the Carrabassett River Valley was thirty-five miles southeast—the Norridgewock (or Nanrantsouak) settlement at Old Point in Madison. There, around two hundred men, women, and children lived on a meadow on the Kennebec’s east bank, just across from the mouth of the Sandy River. Their shelters, made of hemlock boughs thatched with birch bark, were clustered within a stake stockade. The Norridgewocks planted extensive cornfields along the Sandy and hunted throughout the upper Kennebec region. The Carrabassett River Valley was on a winter hunting and fishing circuit formed by the Carrabassett and Sandy rivers, which begin ten miles apart in the valleys west of the Longfellow peaks and enter the Kennebec just seven miles apart.


Sébastien Rasle, a French Jesuit missionary who lived among the Norridgewocks from 1694 to 1724, wrote rich accounts of their lifeways.3 While he didn’t refer to any river other than the Kennebec (or “Kinibiki”) by name, he said that winter, when the frozen rivers and streams formed wide pathways into the forests, was a vital time for acquiring food, clothing, and furs for trade. Men donned snowshoes “made of lozenge shape, sometimes more than two feet long and a foot and a half wide,” Rasle wrote in a letter to his brother in 1723. “The intention of the snowshoe is one of great utility to the savages, not only for running over the snow, with which the earth is covered a great part of the year, but especially for engaging in the chase of beasts, above all of the elk. These animals, larger than the largest oxen of France, go only with difficulty over the snow, so it is not difficult for the savages to overtake them.” The hunters would be gone for weeks at a time, camping in wigwams that they transported on sleds.


Rasle was despised by English colonists, who accused him of encouraging the Abenaki to attack their settlements and resist their attempts to colonize the Upper Kennebec Valley. In August 1724, a Massachusetts Colony militia of 208 men under the command of Captain Johnson Harmon rowed up the Kennebec in seventeen whaleboats to what is now Winslow. From there, most of the company continued on foot to Norridgewock, intent on arresting Rasle. Instead, they committed a bloody massacre, killing the priest and, by Harmon’s count, twenty-six Abenaki. In a sworn statement to the colony’s lieutenant governor, Harmon reported the names of the dead, using English military titles: “The chiefs that we know among the Dead were the said Jesuit, Colonel Bomarzeen, Captain Mogg, Captain Job, Captain Carabasset, Captain Wissememet, Bomarzeen’s Son-in-law, and some others whose Names I cannot Remember.”
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This lithograph depicts the colonial militia attack on the Abenaki settlement at Norridgewock on August 23, 1724. The Carrabassett River is believed to be named for one of the men who were killed. PUBLIC DOMAIN, VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS (THOMAS W. STRONG, LITHOGRAPH PUBLISHER, 98 NASSAU STREET, NEW YORK)








Are the Carrabassett River and, by extension, the town of Carrabassett Valley named for an Abenaki leader? Probably, but it’s more likely a nineteenth-century fictionalized version of the man Harmon named, not the real person, about whom we’ve found nothing else written. The earliest recorded use of “Carrabasset River” that we’ve found is J. Chace, Jr. & Co.’s 1860–1862 maps of Maine and Somerset County, which show the waterway so labeled as it flows south from New Portland through Embden and North Anson and into the Kennebec.4 To the north, in Franklin County, the river was “Seven Mile Brook,” and it would continue to appear that way on maps until at least 1887.


Seven Mile Brook (or Stream or River) was English colonists’ name for the entire river, from its headwaters on the flank of Sugarloaf Mountain to its confluence with the Kennebec River in North Anson. The name, which first appears in the journal of a member of Benedict Arnold’s company in 1755 and persists until at least 1855, referred to the distance from Old Point to the river’s mouth.


Some historians believe the Abenaki called the river, or a section of it, “Carrabassett” and that white people eventually adopted the name themselves. The more widely accepted story is that the river’s name commemorates the fallen warrior named by Captain Harmon. However, nearly all names of people and places recorded by the English and French are corruptions of Wabanaki words; the tribes themselves had no written forms of their languages. White people used inventive spellings and, often, incorrect meanings, which have been further corrupted over time.


So, did Harmon get the man’s name right? Penobscot language scholar Frank Siebert didn’t think so.5 In a 1941 letter to Maine historian Fannie Hardy Eckstorm, Siebert commented that clan names had become confused with identifiers used by white people. “The Sturgeon gens had their hunting territory on the Kennebec according to my informants and historical evidence,” Siebert offered by way of example. “Witness ‘Carabasset’ killed at Norridgewock—really kabásse, [meaning] sturgeon.” In his 1962 book, Indian Place Names of New England, John Huden also noted the similarity between “Carrabassett” and the Abenaki word for sturgeon, which he spelled kabassa. Huden, who studied New England Indian history for forty years and was familiar with several Algonquin dialects, suggested—with a question mark—that “Carrabassett” translates as “sturgeon place.” In 2016, Steve Pinkham, the author of Mountains of Maine: Intriguing Stories Behind Their Names, consulted with Carol Dana, linguistics specialist for the Penobscots, who speculated that “Carrabassett” could have been derived from a Wabanaki word meaning “one who turns around quickly,” possibly because the man was particularly agile at fighting or hunting.




[image: chpt02_fig_005]



This granite monument at Old Point in Madison marks the site of an Abenaki village that was abandoned after an attack by a colonial militia in 1724. AUTHOR








If the river does draw its name from a fallen warrior, it probably wasn’t the Abenakis’ doing. “The Euro-American way to name a place is either by naming it after someone, or naming for another place,” writes Penobscot historian James Francis in the foreword to Above the Gravel Bar. The Penobscots and the Abenaki are both members of the Wabanaki Confederacy of Eastern Algonquian nations, which have similar languages, spiritual beliefs, and lifeways. “Penobscots had three basic ways of naming a particular location. Places were named for their geography or geology, the resources found there, or their names are based on legends that were passed down from generation to generation.” Indeed, Native American tribes across the country didn’t consider humans significant enough to lend their names to the land. They named locations for their defining characteristics—the landmarks or essence of place that would tell a voyager where he was.


The man Harmon called “Carrabasset” doesn’t appear again in written history until the mid-nineteenth century, when Maine lawyer, poet, and dramatist Nathaniel Deering reinvented him as a survivor. From 1822 to 1836, Deering worked in a law office overlooking the Kennebec River in Skowhegan about ten miles downriver from Old Point. While there, he became interested in the Norridgewock story and wrote his first play, Carabasset or the Last of the Norridgewocks. Published in 1830, it’s the fictional tale of Chief Carabasset, “the best and bravest of the Norridgewocks,” who survives the English attack and vows revenge for the murders of his wife and child, only to throw himself off a cliff at the end. Carabasset received positive reviews in Portland and Boston, as well as praise (but not a prize) from New York actor Edwin Forrest’s playwriting-contest committee. Carabasset went on to have a decades-long afterlife in Maine classrooms. In 1912, a Portland Sunday Telegram columnist declared that that all the schoolboys of his generation could recite some of Carabasset’s lines.


Deering’s Carabasset, along with two popular poems about the Norridgewock attack by John Greenleaf Whittier, “did more than merely entertain readers and audiences, they also inspired a whole new generation’s interest in Norridgewock” and have sometimes been mistaken for historical fact, according to Ashley Elizabeth Smith, an assistant professor of Native American studies at Hampshire College in Amherst, Massachusetts, and a descendant of Norridgewock villagers. In her 2017 Colby College dissertation, Smith, a Madison native, writes, “Shortly following the publication and performances of Carabasset in 1831, some locals from the town of Norridgewock, including historian William Allen, collaborated with Bishop Fenwick of the archdiocese of Boston to erect a monument in honor of Father Rasle at the site of his church and burial at Old Point. In the same year, John Pickering edited and published Rasle’s manuscript, Dictionary of the Abenaki Language. Documents regarding and essays about Norridgewock, the Indian wars, and Rasle proliferated in the early collections of the Maine Historical Society around the same time. These early literary works and histories are also repeated at length in later works, often copied word for word. By repeating the stories, historians and literary authors participated in a sort of ritual that claims a national historical tradition which they are simultaneously creating.”


During this Norridgewock resurgence, the name “Carrabassett” was given to three vessels between 1830 and the early 1900s (a merchant brig, a Union Navy side-wheel steamer, and a Coast Guard cutter); a marching song in the 1840s; a Masonic lodge in Canaan in 1844; an Indian chief in Nathaniel Harrington Bannister’s Ethan Allen, or the Green Mountain Boys of 1775, which opened at New York’s Bowery Theatre in February 1847; a harness-racing horse in the 1870s; and—we’re not kidding—a maid in an amateur production of the British farce Peg Woffington in Honesdale, Pennsylvania, in 1895 (in the original script, the maid is unnamed).


The name also was given to the former Fifteen Mile Stream in Canaan, Skowhegan’s neighbor. That’s right: There are two Kennebec River tributaries that have been renamed Carrabassett. Canaan’s Carrabassett Stream flows south from Sibley Pond, through Canaan village, along the Skowhegan border, and into the Kennebec County town of Clinton, where it empties into the Kennebec. In 1790, surveyor Samuel Weston drew it on his map as Fifteen Mile Stream—fifteen miles is not the brook’s length, but rather the distance between its mouth and, you guessed it, Old Point. By the late 1840s, Canaanites were calling the stream by the name the playwright in the town next door had recently made famous: Carrabassett. J. Chace Jr.’s 1860 map of Maine shows that the stream had a different name—Sabbatas Creek—once it passed into Kennebec County, just as it shows the Carrabassett River had a different name—Seven Mile Brook—once it passed into Franklin County.


Chace’s maps were effectively official stamps of approval. The county maps were branding and marketing tools that, according to the Osher Map Library, “promoted and affirmed a shared sense of community on a regional, local, and individual scale through a mode of interconnectedness experienced like never before. They functioned as important indicators of regional identity and cultural change.” The state map, commissioned by Governor Israel Washburn Jr. and published in 1862, was an even bigger deal. Never before had Maine been mapped in such detail—nearly every road, railroad, hill, mountain, harbor, pond, river, and stream in every city and town was identified. “For accuracy, fullness and beauty of execution, it is unsurpassed, if not unequalled, by the map of any State in the Union,” Washburn said in his 1862 address to the state.


In 1911, the Correct Orthography of Geographic Names by the United States Board on Geographic Names listed “Carrabassett Stream” as the preferred designation for the entire river, rejecting other spellings and classifications like “Carrabasset,” “Carrabasset River,” “Sevenmile River” and “Seven Mile Brook.”


By the time the Seven Mile Brook became the Carrabassett River, there hadn’t been a Wabanaki settlement in the Upper Kennebec Valley for more than one hundred years. After Harmon’s massacre, the Norridgewock Abenakis relocated to Wabanaki communities elsewhere in Maine and in Quebec. Contrary to popular belief, however, they didn’t vanish from the region, Smith says. Small groups, including members of Smith’s family, eventually returned to their homeland, and Wabanaki people regard it as a place of spiritual and historical importance to this day.


Al Diamon, a former member of the Carrabassett Valley History Committee, contributed to this chapter.





2. Caribou Pond didn’t exist until the nineteenth century, when lumber companies formed it by damming the natural streams and wetlands.


3. Rasle’s name appears in historical accounts as Racle, Rale, Ralé, Râle, Ralle, Roll, Ralley, and Rasles. We’re following the town of Madison, where the Father Rasle Monument stands on the site of the Norridgewock village.


4. The spelling of Carrabassett wasn’t standardized until the early twentieth century. Before that, it appears on maps and in newspaper and historical accounts variously as Carabasset, Carrabasset, and Carrabassett.


5. Frank Thomas Siebert Jr. (1912–1998) published a Penobscot dictionary with fifteen thousand entries in 1984. A pathologist, he was a self-taught linguist dedicated to preserving the Penobscot language, even moving to the neighboring Indian Island community of Old Town after his retirement in the 1970s to pursue his research.
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