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INTRODUCTION





  THE BAR HARBOR FIRE, THE NAME GIVEN 1947’S DISASTROUS EVENT BY that town’s fire chief, is a story with many angles: It is about unusual weather, a dry summer and an October heatwave; it is about the horror of an unexpected gale-force wind added to a small fire thought to be under control; it is about the burning of one part of Maine at a time when the entire state seemed to be on fire, each blaze as deadly as the next.




  The story is about having to make hard decisions, forced by nature and the consequence of fighting a two-pronged forest fire; whether to save homes and farms in the path of the fires or to concentrate on the fires themselves. The Bar Harbor Fire is about a desperate decision whether to save the past or save the future.




  The story is also about survival, fortitude, a determined spirit, and the tenacity of a young switchboard operator who never left her post during the entire desperate evacuation of the island. This story is about the lives and the deaths of the five people who perished during the Bar Harbor Fire.




  The story is about the efforts of an entire region of people pitching in to help during a time of tragedy, on a more personal level than that just seen in World War II. This book is about destruction and reconstruction, and the true belief in the future of a region and its people.




  This is also a book about the final conclusion to Bar Harbor’s Golden Era, a time when a select group of people visited every season from faraway society, hosting a style of living never seen in Maine before, or ever again. It is about the loss of Bar Harbor’s Summer Colony.




  The underlying theme of the book is the resilience of the human spirit, especially when those people have a true belief in something, not just false pride. The landscape of Bar Harbor and Mount Desert Island is about as true as anything gets, and to believe in its resilience is always a safe bet.




  No part of this book has been fictionalized.











  CHAPTER ONE




  The Dry Summer






   As we were too painfully aware, the conditions were ripe for a major fire. We had gone several months without rain and all vegetation was dehydrated to a point that any fire, no matter how small, could in a short time, if not soon contained, get completely out of hand.




  —DAVID SLEEPER, CHIEF, BAR HARBOR FIRE DEPARTMENT
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  THE PEOPLE OF MAINE SUFFERED FROM SOME OF THE MOST UNUSUAL weather seen in a lifetime during the summer of 1947. That season was uncomfortably and dangerously dry, and the only rain that fell was not the long, soaking rain necessary for the replenishment of wells and protection from fire. Instead, there were violent, localized storms, causing more damage than good. Maine was drying up that summer, quickly heading into a drought.




  At the end of June, three hours of torrential rains in the Lincoln area, in central Maine, had resulted in heavy property and crop damage as well as a flash flood, cutting off the highway to Bangor. The Maine Central Railroad’s Bangor-Vanceboro line was temporarily severed, disrupting the travel of the sleeper train from Halifax, Nova Scotia, headed to Boston. The storm was accompanied by gale-force winds and lightning flashes that struck at widely scattered parts of the region. Several houses were hit, but the only fire that resulted was that of a barn that was quickly doused by the rains and Lincoln firemen.




  The following day, the first of July, a bad thunder-and-lightning storm forced the small airplane carrying Boston Red Sox legend Ted Williams and his accompanying fishing party to land at Greenville Airport, barely making it out from Chemquasabamticook Lake in northwestern Maine after a successful day of fishing.




  July sweltered. The humidity had been uncomfortable for days, and more humidity was in the forecast. The temperature on Thursday, July 11, started off at 63 degrees, reached 87.3 by afternoon, and was described by the Bangor Daily News as “one of the hottest days in the season.” The air was humid at 83 percent, fanned occasionally by a south-southwest breeze. The newspaper reported that, in Bangor, the city’s playgrounds and swimming pools were thronged with children throughout the day. Buses in Bangor were used to transport families with children to various lakes in the area to escape the heat, each bus holding the maximum number of passengers allowed.




  The next morning arrived two degrees warmer, at 65. The Bangor Daily News described Friday as “a beautiful summer day—that is if you are one of those people who enjoys warm weather.” The temperature reached 84.3. Humidity was also higher, again with a lazy wind out of the south-southwest. Scattered thundershowers were forecast for the evening.




  “According to the weatherman one can almost take his pick of weather today—with the forecast calling for continued warm weather, partly cloudy, occasional sun, high humidity, and thundershowers tonight. Somehow the mention of light frost was overlooked, but that will come later,” wrote the Bangor Daily News. “If it will be any comfort in those suffering from yesterday’s heat, six months ago it was 15 below zero in Bangor.”




  There was a halo around the sun that Friday morning, which caused considerable interest, resulting in many telephone calls to the newspaper asking what it was. The Bangor Daily News reported that the opinion of the Maine Weather Service was that the halo was caused by ice crystals being reflected by the sun.




  Later that month cloudbursts would flood a stream crossing Highway 152 between Pittsfield and Hartland, in the southern central part of the state, the overflow washing out a culvert under the road, leaving a hole eight feet across and six feet deep in the road and damaging railroad tracks of the Maine Central Railroad.




  The destructive weather was now causing more fires. On the night that Boston Red Sox player Ted Williams was forced to land in Greenville, a house in the central Maine town of Brownsville was lost to fire caused by a lightning strike. At the end of July a destructive storm caused heavy storm damage in the Bangor area, knocking a radio station off the air after one of its two steel towers was hit by lightning. The neighboring town of Veazie’s Bangor Hydro-Electric station was also hit by lightning and put out of service in the storm, as was New England Telephone and Telegraph, with two hundred phones in the Bangor area going dead. At one point the fires and other damage were so bad that all the firefighting apparatus in the city of Bangor was in use. The downpour and high winds caused additional damage, including blocking traffic with fallen tree limbs and miniature floods caused by plugged cesspools. Some apartments in the city had to be evacuated. The damage from the storm was estimated to be $15,000, or approximately a $250,000 when adjusted for inflation.




  “Bangor residents expressed the opinion that the electrical storm was one of the worst this city has ever experienced,” wrote Bangor Daily News reporter Addison B. Palmer of the Sunday, July 27, weather event.




  Four days later the lightning and high winds from another storm, this one in Maine’s most northern county of Aroostook, bordered with Canada, caused heavy loss to the potato crops, burned down numerous buildings, and disrupted communications. One potato grower estimated his crop loss as high as 50 percent. Loss from that storm was estimated to be $500,000, or approximately $7 million when adjusted for inflation.




  As would be expected, August brought no relief from the uncomfortable and unpredictable weather, just a continuation of the same conditions. The first week of August brought daytime temperatures in the mid-80s, with lows in the high 60s. Humidity at 8:30 on the morning of Friday, August 8, was 91 percent, up from the previous evening’s humidity, which only had dropped to a low of 84 percent.




  “Maine Swelters under Hottest Spell of Summer” read the headline of the August 14, 1947, edition of the Bangor Daily News. The forecast for August 14 was 98 degrees. By now Bangor was suffering under its second day with temperatures in the high 90s, the highest readings of the year.




  The heat continued the next day, the temperature at noon reaching 94 degrees, dropping only to 77 at 8:30 that evening. Offices closed in Bangor, some as early at 10 a.m. By 2:30 p.m. the city manager had sent home all city hall employees. Manufacturing mills closed because of the extreme heat. People thronged to the state’s streams and rivers. Two people drowned while swimming, a teenager and a seventy-eight-year-old man, in Pleasant Pond in the western part of the state, and central Maine’s Kennebec River, respectively.




  A Coast Guard ship had to bring thirty thousand gallons of water to the summer colonists at Monhegan Island, whose wells were starting to dry up in the ongoing drought. In Skowhegan, Arthur Boulette carried pail after pail of cold water to a large, thirsty crowd of people awaiting the arrival of a special train bringing in the stars of the play Life with Father to Maine’s respected Lakewood Theatre.




  On August 15 wild electrical storms broke the heat wave briefly, but also caused considerable damage around the state. Several valuable barns and livestock were lost in lightning fires in the central Maine city of Old Town. Many communities were thrown into the dark when the lightning and accompanying heavy rains and strong winds took down power and phone lines. Aroostook County was especially hard-hit, with gale-force winds following the thunderstorms in the northern part of the state. The thunderstorms and rain brought only a temporary break in temperatures. Two days later the highs were back in the high 80s and the humidity was in the 90s.




  The heat was not localized to Maine; it was affecting the whole country. Officials of the Boston and Maine Railroad broke a 114-year-old rule and permitted conductors and train attendants to work without their formal coats. In Boston, employees of their State House were released from work at 2 p.m. Government departments in Washington, DC, sent their employees home early. In Woonsocket, Rhode Island, mill workers walked off the job because of the intense heat and humidity.
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  As the drought continued, fire was starting to menace the state more and more. On the evening of August 19 firemen, pulp cutters, and volunteers were fighting forest fires in scattered areas of Maine’s drought-stricken woodlands. Authorities said none of the forest fires were serious yet but constituted a growing threat as conditions grew dryer despite the scattered devastating rainstorms.




  At Portage Lake in northern Maine, Chief Harold Weeks of the Ashland Forestry Fire district, accompanied by two assistants, was flown in by a local pilot to Munsungun Lake to personally supervise a fight against a stubborn fire burning fifty miles from town, which had been in progress since the previous Friday. At a logging operation of the Kennebec Pulp and Paper on Spencer Lake, in the western part of the state near the New Hampshire and Canadian borders, one hundred workers helped fight a fire that had been burning past three days. A fire at Misery Stream, about three miles from the western Maine town of Rockwood, had been under control but flared up again. A fire broke out in the down east Maine town of Washington, endangering one thousand cords of stacked pulpwood before it was put out.




  As the hot weather continued to menace the state through the rest of August, an electrical storm, accompanied by high winds, was responsible for the loss of a barn in the town of East Orrington, hit by lightning. Light rain followed the storm and cooled the air off somewhat in the evening. In North Vassalboro, an eighty-two-year-old man died of heat exhaustion as he swung a scythe in the yard of his home in the 86-degree weather.




  A Maine State Forestry Department spokesman warned that unless rain fell soon, a serious forest fire hazard would exist in Maine. Forest commissioner Raymond E. Rendall said conditions were still far from serious, with fires not unusually this numerous for this time of year. He encouragingly added that the hot weather had been accompanied by high humidity, which had slowed the drying of the woodlands somewhat.
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  The unusual weather conditions were starting to have an effect on the season’s crops. In the middle of August, after the excessive heat had encouraged the advanced growth of snap beans, hundreds of extra pickers were urgently needed to harvest the early crop. The Maine Agricultural Extension Service in Orono put out a call for bean pickers to prevent crop loss, recruiting workers from Portland, Lewiston, Augusta, Skowhegan, Bangor, Farmington, Ellsworth, and other large areas of the state.




  By the end of August local produce wholesalers warned that the dry weather had materially affected the market, with a lessened supply of crops for sale and a higher price for what was available. There was special concern for the prices of cabbage, lettuce, string beans, and cucumbers, any produce dependent on alternating periods of rain and sunshine.




  The weather over Labor Day was described as perfect for going to the fair. The following day a heavy storm consisting of scattered thunderstorms “of unwonted violence” spread throughout the state, according to the Bangor Daily News, accompanied by gale-force winds. A tornado ripped through eastern New England, killing five people.




  Despite moving into autumn, two weeks later Bangor was again experiencing high temperatures, the mercury hitting 90.2 on September 13. The humidity also continued to be high. People were dressing more informally than usual. The Bangor Daily News noted that two women were seen in public wearing gloves, but they were about to board a plane.




  “Even for travel, yesterday was certainly no day to stick to the book regarding dress,” the newspaper reported.




  Indian Summer would arrive the first week of October, again sending the temperatures higher, though not as hot as it had been in July and August. Monday, October 6, would find Bangor with a temperature of 80 degrees, with a forecast of continued fair and warm weather. Portland was 84 degrees, matching a record they had set on that date a year previously. In the evening the temperature dropped to a chilly 49 degrees.




  “It was an ideal day and the sunset was as lovely last night as one would want to see with the fiery red ball sinking into the west and leaving the sky streaked with pale pink,” wrote the Bangor Daily News. “Monday, women were on the streets in cotton dresses. Fur coats will probably be the next turn of events.”
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  Mount Desert Island was also suffering from the dry summer and erratic weather menacing the rest of the state. According to Acadia National Park officials, drought conditions prevailed on the island beginning in August. The only material precipitation during that time was 1.01 inches of rain, which was concentrated over a two-day period, September 2 and 3.




  The period of danger from forest fires on Mount Desert Island was generally recognized as being between April 15 and September 1, with a tendency to extend to September 15 in some years. Fire was always a concern in Bar Harbor, the outer parts of the town being dense woods, the inner village being a closely packed downtown area, a remnant from past days when boundary lines were practically nonexistent between stores and houses, all mixed tightly together, and zoning ordinances were not restrictive in establishing distinct activity districts.




  According to the Maine Weather Bureau, during the three-month period from August to October 1947, New England received only 56 percent of its normal amount of precipitation, leaving everything exceedingly dry, including the vegetation and ground cover. As the month of October progressed, the condition became increasingly worse. The leaves were falling from the trees, so before the end of the month the ground was well covered with tinder-dry kindling. Since everything was so dry, the slightest carelessness with matches could cause a fire that would spread rapidly.




  “Fire danger conditions in the vicinity of MDI had become increasingly critical for days prior to the start of the great fire,” wrote Acadia National Park officials after the Bar Harbor Fire. “Rainfall was said to have been less than during any of the past thirty years. Winds were strong, variable in direction and gusty. The duff and surface fuels were dry and fire hazards were intensified by the early fall of deciduous leaves. This condition prevailed generally over most of the Northeast.”




  Fires had been menacing the people of Mount Desert Island throughout the summer. During the week of July 18, 1947, three months before the big fire, three separate, potentially disastrous fires in the center of the village were successfully fought by the Bar Harbor Fire Department.




  The first occurred on the roof of the Goodrich Shops on Mount Desert Street, near the Jesup Library. The fire was able to be extinguished with very little damage.




  The second fire that week occurred at the Savage residence on Atlantic Avenue, toward the center of town near the Mount Desert Island Hospital, which was occupied by the Baroness De Rothschild. The fire was confined to a bedroom on the second floor by the firemen, who were hampered by the dense smoke. The fire was thought to have originated in a sofa.




  The third fire was in the rear of the Fred V. Goss block, on High Street very near the center of town, which was quickly extinguished.




  The same forest fires that were staring to sporadically erupt throughout the state of Maine were also occurring on Mount Desert Island. At noon on Friday, August 1, a forest fire broke out in the wooded part of one of Bar Harbor’s outlying, smaller villages, Hulls Cove, the blaze occurring between Lakewood and Breakneck Drives. The cause of the fire was attributed to berry pickers who had been working in the area in the morning. More than two hundred cords of oak and spruce awaiting transportation to a mill were destroyed. Hulls Cove village, as well as land owned by John Rockefeller and the Acadia National Park, was threatened before the fire was successfully extinguished. Citizens joined in to help the Bar Harbor Fire Department’s own volunteer firefighters in battling the Hulls Cove blaze, along with Acadia National Park firemen. More than two miles of hose had to be laid with three booster pumps in use to extinguish the burning forest. The firemen’s efforts were hampered by a strong wind that blew continuously from the northeast.




  Members of the George Edwin Kirk Post of the Veterans of Foreign Wars and several area women formed and staffed a canteen for those fighting the fire. After the forest fire was out, Bar Harbor fire chief David Sleeper thanked all who helped in extinguishing the blaze, which he said would have been a menace to the entire island.
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  Though the Bar Harbor of 1947 was a much different place from the world of their Golden Era of fifty years previously, the people of that town had everything to protect from fire—its past, present, and future.




  Bar Harbor had once indeed had its Golden Era, serving as the summer home and playground of high society, captains of industry, and politicians, along with their families, all with names that dominated the daily newspaper headlines, both in the news and social pages. Always a popular spot for the wealthy of America, Mount Desert Island also held interest internationally. The visits of European heads of state and the diplomats were often found in the social pages of the New York Times, telling the stories of the lavish lifestyle found in Bar Harbor.




  Bar Harbor’s Golden Era, one of many social eras that mark the history of Mount Desert Island, had three periods. The first was the Hotel Era, in which the visitors from New York and other places transitioned from the boardinghouses at which some of the original Summer Colony visitors stayed into grand multistory hotels that catered to their demands for summer housing and facilities for their grand socializing.




  As the Golden Era began in the late 1800s, the unreliable and complicated system of arriving from far-away places to an island in Maine’s wilderness was replaced with more reliable transportation, based at Mount Desert Ferry, in the town of Hancock. Mount Desert Ferry was at the end of a new railroad line that allowed trains to run there direct from Philadelphia and New York, with a forty-minute ferry ride from there to Bar Harbor. With the new ease of travel, as well as a reliable delivery of building materials, land across the island was purchased and large cottages were built by the wealthy summer colonists now staying in the hotels. Grand buildings for social activities were also erected, which would soon become legendary and storied, including the Kebo Valley Club and the Building of Arts. This was the Cottage Era.




  The Golden Era lasted until the late 1910s but had a brief resurgence in the 1920s, the third period of the Golden Era, a time in which there was a rediscovery of Bar Harbor by newer members of society, who joined the few original summer colonists who had kept their cottages and summered in Bar Harbor throughout the era. By the time of the Bar Harbor Fire, the Golden Era had passed, though a Summer Colony remained, much smaller in number and diminished in their importance to the local economy, with tourists now visiting the island by automobile for shorter periods of time becoming a growing industry.




  The buildings of the Golden Era, however, still existed at the time of the Bar Harbor Fire, the unimaginably extravagant cottages, hotels, and clubhouses, but now with so many sitting empty. Bar Harbor, like the rest of the country, had been changed by two world wars, the second recently ended. The memorial to Bar Harbor’s war dead on the Village Green had just been dedicated the year before the Bar Harbor Fire, on the Fourth of July, as the island welcomed home both its living war heroes and its dead.




  Many other things had changed in Bar Harbor since the end of the Golden Era and the two world wars. The stables that once serviced the fleet of thoroughbred horses of Bar Harbor’s Summer Colony were now replaced by car dealerships, including the Bar Harbor Motor Company, which sold Dodge and Plymouth; the Buick dealership at 207 Main Street; and the Kebo Garage Inc., at Mount Desert and Eden Streets, which was a direct factory dealer for Chrysler. There was a waiting list for telephones on the island. Interest was being expressed in forming a town baseball team for adults. Bar Harbor Airways Inc. was making plans for extensive development of facilities at the Bar Harbor Airport, located next door on the mainland in Trenton.




  The year 1947 saw a change in the operation of the historic Jordan Pond House in Seal Harbor for the first time in its fifty-year history after Mr. and Mrs. Thomas and Nellie McIntire decided to retire, the responsibility for the island institution being transferred to the Acadia Corporation. The Bar Harbor Historical Society was just being formed in 1947. That summer at the Jesup Library a permanent collection of old photographs, maps, books, and other memorabilia relating to the town’s history and that of the vicinity was being assembled in their basement rooms. The idea grew out of a brief exhibition of some of the same material at the library the previous summer.




  “So many requests were made that it should remain accessible to the public that the Board of Directors of the Library arranged to sponsor the present exhibit,” reported the Bar Harbor Times.




  The formal opening of the collection that would become the Bar Harbor Historical Society was held in August 1947, just two months before the fire. Residents, both year-round and summer, were urged to bring whatever objects of historic interest to enrich the collection.




  By the time of the Bar Harbor Fire, the lavish wealth that created the island’s Golden Era in the very late 1800s through the very early 1900s had been diminished greatly. In addition to the two world wars, the economy of Bar Harbor and the country had been changed by the personal income tax, stock market crashes, recessions, and depressions. The times, themselves, had also changed. The large, spacious summer cottages built by the summer colonists in the late 1800s and early 1900s were now not efficient to keep in use. Bar Harbor’s summer cottages had been designed for a large staff, but it was no longer necessary for a family of wealth to pack their household and slowly travel to another state for an entire season. With the advancements of new housekeeping conveniences there was not a need for such a large staff. Employing the number of workers needed to operate the large mansions was also made difficult because there was no longer the pool from which to choose, with people now choosing to work in industries created after the war. With the onset of automobile travel, a visit to more than one place in a summer was now possible, and inviting. The large summer cottages, which had once been so enticing to exceedingly wealthy families of a time gone by, now were a huge burden.




  Bar Harbor tried to hold onto its past. In 1947 institutions that once catered exclusively to the Summer Colony were now including the year-round residents of the island. The Casino, once the exclusive center for the summer colonists’ entertainment, was currently being used for municipal and school functions for the local citizens, including the high school’s graduation, the annual Town Meeting, and other events such as the annual May Day party, hosted by the Bar Harbor Public Health Nursing Association.




  In the summer of 1947 the Bar Harbor Yacht Club was being reorganized after a half dozen years of inactivity. The annual yacht race hosted by the Bar Harbor Yacht Club was once an anticipated and lively weeklong celebration during the Golden Era. The race was held under the auspices of the New York Yacht Club, and that club’s commodore, Bar Harbor summer colonist J. P. Morgan, extended the racecourse from New York to Bar Harbor in the late 1800s, where the competition concluded. The festivities were capped off with a barge-load of fireworks lit off in Frenchman Bay. The annual yacht race, and powerful industrialist J. P. Morgan himself, were responsible for bringing the young Bar Harbor to the attention of many prominent citizens from his circle of society, who began to make Bar Harbor their summer season destination.




  Hoping to revitalize the dying Bar Harbor Yacht Club in 1947 was a committee of seven summer colonists, including Joseph Pulitzer III, whose family had been visiting Bar Harbor seasonally for generations. The committee had been working on a plan to revive the yacht club throughout the winter and “restore sailing and yacht racing to their former important positions among the summer activities of this resort,” reported the Bar Harbor Times. “Situated as Bar Harbor is at a key spot in one of the world’s finest sailing areas, it was felt that the absence of organized activity on the water was a great waste of a splendid natural asset. It remains only for the program to receive general support to re-establish the important summer activity.”




  Now sailing programs were being designed to include area boys and girls aged seven to eighteen, to be held daily through July and August.




  “Summer residents, winter residents, and visitors to Bar Harbor are all invited to join in,” wrote the Bar Harbor Times.




  The members of the Summer Colony still held importance in 1947’s Bar Harbor, continuing to warrant a listing in the Bar Harbor Times weekly Cottage Directory, but the directory itself was not making an appearance in the newspaper until the end of June, no longer starting in the late spring as it traditionally had. The Bar Harbor Express, the train that brought visitors directly to Ellsworth from as far away as Philadelphia and New York, now did not open its season until June 24. They still ran six days a week, but the runs now ended earlier, on September 13. Horse racing was still popular in Bar Harbor, with trotting scheduled at Morrell Park, drawing large summer crowds.




  The guests who visited Bar Harbor still were of importance and warranting of attention. In July of 1947 British diplomat Sir John Hall Magowan, along with his wife, Lady Winifred Magowan, paid a visit to friends there. That same summer the 2,200-ton Bordelon, a United States Navy destroyer, paid an official visit in observance of International Tennis Week at Bar Harbor. The ship’s crew of eleven officers and 280 enlisted men included some of the Atlantic Fleet’s best tennis players, who would be participating in the tennis matches. The visit of ships from the Atlantic Fleet for a week every summer, as they did at other summer resorts such as Newport, Rhode Island, had been a tradition in Bar Harbor for decades.




  Though the summer colonists were still visiting in 1947, the economic system they had created in the late 1800s, and Bar Harbor’s dependence on that system, was greatly diminished. Now store owners were being asked to cover the windows of closed shops. In July 1945, in the middle of the summer season, the Bar Harbor Chamber of Commerce met and voted that steps should be taken to improve the appearance of vacant business properties in town.




  “Owners of stores now vacant because of war conditions are being asked to wash and decorate show windows. Unsightly wooden shutters should be improved or removed during the summer months. In a few cases torn awnings are in evidence,” reported the Bar Harbor Times. “The Chamber of Commerce is determined that Bar Harbor’s visitors shall have a pleasant summer. The appearance of the business section is very important in this respect and the cooperation of every civic-minded person is solicited to aid in this movement.”




  Without the dominance of the summer colonists, Bar Harbor was now trying to extend its tourist season for motorists, from the traditional September to later fall months.




  “Mount Desert Island Doesn’t Ripen ‘til after Labor Day,” wrote the Bar Harbor Times.
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  Two of the distinct periods of Bar Harbor’s Golden Era had been the Hotel Era and the Cottage Era. Now, in 1947, Bar Harbor was at its third, and last, period of that era. The resort was now at the end of what writers Cleveland Amory and Samuel Morison called the “Stotesbury-Widener-Atwater Kent Sr. Era,” the brief resurgence of the Summer Colony that formed after the slow delusion of the height of the Golden Era.




  “Bar Harbor cottage life was on the way out long before the fire which was merely the coup de grace,” wrote Cleveland Amory in The Last Resorts. “This cottage life had started in the 1880s and had boomed from the 1890s; then it had begun to collapse. Although it had a brief renaissance in the 1920s and staggered through the depression, it virtually disappeared when World War II gave marching orders to taxes, servants, and the Old Way of Life.”




  The loss of one of those two names for whom the current era was named, Stotesbury, from the Cottage Directory and from the era itself, came with the death of Eva Stotesbury just a year before the Bar Harbor Fire of 1947. The widow of a Philadelphia financier, Mrs. Stotesbury died in May 1946 at age 81, just before Bar Harbor’s summer season was to begin. Eva Stotesbury’s second husband was Edward T. Stotesbury, one of the nation’s outstanding financiers, who headed the Philadelphia banking firm of Drexel & Co. He was a partner in J. P. Morgan & Co. of New York and was a part of the Morgan social crowd who spent their summers at Bar Harbor. Edward Stotesbury had died in 1938, eight years earlier, at the age of eighty-nine. The Stotesbury summer cottage in Bar Harbor, Wingwood House, was described by the Bar Harbor Times as palatial.




  “Considerable interest is evidenced here as to what will take place now that both Mr. and Mrs. Stotesbury are dead,” wrote the Bar Harbor Times.




  Less than three months after the death of Eva Stotesbury, the contents of Wingwood House were up for auction, including all the valuable furnishings and their art collection. The summer cottage itself would go up for sale at the same time as its contents, as announced in an advertisement appearing in the Bar Harbor Times.






   On the shore of Frenchman Bay, this magnificent Georgian mansion, summer residence of the late Mrs. Edward T. Stotesbury, prominent in the social life of two continents, is one of America’s finest homes. It stands in a park of 6.3 acres. The commanding view of the Bay and the exposure to the prevailing summer winds makes this one of the most desirable locations on Mt. Desert Island. The house has every conceivable convenience for the comfort of the family and for the extensive entertainment of guests. This beautiful home, so thoughtfully planned and executed, is now offered for sale for the first time. It is open for inspection, which may be arranged through Provident Trust Company of Philadelphia, Trustee. Furnishings of the house to be sold at Public Auction.







  Admittance to the auction of the cottage’s possessions and its two-day preview, held on the grounds of Wingwood House, was by card only, obtainable by making previous arrangements through the mail with the auction house, Samuel T. Freeman & Co. of Boston, Philadelphia, and New York. For $1 the auctioneers would send an illustrated catalog. The Bar Harbor Times called the auction one of “unusual importance.” The contents of the estate were so substantial that the auction was held over a five-day period, with two sessions each day, at 11 a.m. and 1:30 p.m.




  “The real estate is being offered at private sale. Prospective purchasers should communicate with the executors or their representatives on the premises,” advised the Provident Trust Company and Thomas S. Gates Jr., executors of the Stotesbury estate.
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  It was not just the loss of the last living Stotesbury from the Stotesbury-Widener-Atwater Kent Era that signaled the era was over, it was the fact that Atwater Kent Jr. was actively selling the empty estates that once symbolized the era named in part for his father. The Atwater Kent Properties Corporation offered a few Bar Harbor properties for sale in 1947, including Sonogee, which they described as “one of the finest residence properties in northern New England.” Sonogee had once been the Kent family’s summer home.




  Arthur Atwater Kent Sr. was fifty-two years old at the time of the first noted visit to Mount Desert Island of he and his wife, Mabel, in 1925, during the Golden Era’s brief resurgence. They drove to Bar Harbor from Philadelphia, staying at the summer cottage known as Onontakah on Eden Street, the long road into town that was home to many of the Golden Era’s prominent summer cottages. The following year they would buy the Sonogee as their summer residence from the estate of Mrs. Frederick (Louise) Vanderbilt, who had died the year before.




  “Although the price was not given out by the broker, this sale is known to be one of the largest single transactions in Bar Harbor realty of recent years,” reported the Bar Harbor Times.




  Arthur Atwater Kent, Sr. was born in Burlington, Vermont. His fortune came from a career as a prominent radio manufacturer and dealer in Philadelphia, known for his popular build-it-yourself radio kits, still popular among antique radio collectors today. In 1925 his radio company became the largest radio manufacturer in the United States. He would sponsor a top-rated radio concert program both on NBC and CBS. In 1921 he patented the modern form of the automobile ignition coil, adding to his already vast wealth. He later founded the Atwater Kent Museum in Philadelphia.




  The summer cottage that the Kents had purchased, Sonogee, was modeled as an Italian villa and featured a solid marble staircase, hand-painted wallpaper from France, and an extensive collection of antique furniture and original oil paintings. Soon the Kents had bought the next-door property of Brookend, the estate of the late Dr. Robert Abbe, founder of the Abbe Museum, along with a few other abandoned Bar Harbor cottages.




  The Kents were very socially active and were often noted on their yacht in Frenchman Bay. Five years after having made Bar Harbor their summer home, the Kent family’s love of the island was shown when their daughter, Miss Elizabeth Brinton Kent, married William Laurens Van Alen of Newport, Rhode Island, at St. Saviour’s Church in the center of Bar Harbor in the summer of 1931. The bride’s brother, Arthur Atwater Kent Jr., would arrive for the celebration aboard his own schooner, the Ariel. A grand dinner was held at Sonogee before the wedding. Before the week was out, Arthur Kent Jr. had won his first boat race at the Bar Harbor Yacht Club.




  The Kents’ love of Bar Harbor was also shown in their social and civic affairs. The senior Atwater Kent was elected rear commodore of the Bar Harbor Yacht Club soon after his arrival in Bar Harbor in the late 1920s, also serving on its House and Grounds Committee and Board of Directors. He invested heavily in the reconstruction of the once popular Bar Harbor Swimming Club, the past centerpiece of the town’s Golden Era, as did the era’s other namesake, Edward Stotesbury. The Bar Harbor Swimming Club would be transformed into the currently existing Bar Harbor Club. Atwater Kent’s wife, Mrs. Mabel Kent, would also serve on that club’s House and Grounds Committee. Both Mr. and Mrs. Kent were active with fundraising social events for the Mount Desert Island Hospital.




  While Mr. and Mrs. Kent continued to be active in Bar Harbor’s summer society, their son, Atwater Kent Jr., and his family would spend their seasons in Northeast Harbor, at a cottage named Valley Cove. They would continue to participate in the Bar Harbor yacht races, with Atwater Kent III winning his first race in 1954 aboard his own yacht, the Atsie, with his father as his crew. They beat the second-place boat by three minutes.




  Atwater Kent Jr. would continue his parents’ civic interests. He was elected as a director on the Board of Directors of the Maine Seacoast Mission Society in the summer of 1956. Both he and his first wife, Denyse Binon Kent, were active in the social and civic affairs of Bar Harbor and Northeast Harbor.




  In 1958 a fire of unknown origin would break out in Brookend, the mansion next door to the Kents’ original summer home of Sonogee. Fanned by fifty-mile-per-hour winds, the fire completely destroyed Brook-end. What valuables that could be saved were taken to the Bar Harbor Bank and Trust. Two weeks later the now widowed Mrs. Arthur Kent Sr., notified local real estate brokers that she would not rebuild Brookend but, instead, had bought the Yarnell House in Northeast Harbor, where she would now make her summer home, closer to her family.
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  Though the auction of the Kents’ summer cottage of Sonogee was symbolically important in Bar Harbor, it was not uncommon. By now many of the summer cottages were for sale, and some had been repurposed.




  “For Sale! Royeden on Atlantic Avenue,” advertised the Fred C. Lynam & Co. agency, still in operation on the island. “Suitable for private residence or Tourist home.”




  One very symbolic empty property for sale in the summer of 1947 was the historic Shore Club, and the relatively extensive land on which it sat, on the waterfront of Bar Harbor, near the municipal pier. The Shore Club building was the first summer cottage built in Bar Harbor, in 1867 by Alpheus Hardy. In 1874 a group of summer colonists incorporated a new club, purchasing Mr. Hardy’s cottage in 1887 as its clubhouse and renaming the building the Mount Desert Reading Room. The members of the club included the Vanderbilts, the Pulitzers, and the J. P. Morgans, who gave the club the nickname “The Oasis” in honor of the entertainment and cultural enrichment they were able to provide in grand style at a time when many of Bar Harbor’s other society institutions had yet to be formed. They were the first social club to be organized in Bar Harbor. The Mount Desert Reading Room was a males-only club, with women being permitted inside only on special occasions. The Oasis was the center of social activities prior to World War I, but the membership fell off dramatically after that time.




  In 1922 the building and property were bought by the Maine Central Railroad and renamed Shore Club. During World War II the U.S. Navy leased the building and utilized it for observation purposes. The Shore Club would later be part of the Bar Harbor Inn, once known as Hotel Bar Harbor, which now has 153 guest rooms with modern amenities and is considered by many to be one of Maine’s finest oceanfront properties, but in 1947 the Shore Club was being offered for sale, an advertisement appearing in the Bar Harbor Times.




  “No better location in America for Resort Hotel,” advertised the Bar Harbor Land Company. “Newly reconstructed building on waterfront, adaptable to almost any type of business. Land adjoins Agamont Park near the Municipal Pier and extends along the shore to include Hardy Point, Minot, Weld and Grant properties. Good building sites with unexcelled view of Island, Bay and Ocean.”




  There were several properties for sale in one edition of the Bar Harbor Times alone, all available for “reasonable prices.” One was the Hamor Block, situated on Main Street across from the Village Green, at the time the home of a China shop. Property next to the Bar Harbor Fire Station, occupied by Hancock County Motor Sales, was also for sale.




  Not all cottages were being sold or repurposed. By the time of the Bar Harbor Fire in 1947, many of the cottages had been torn down, a few replaced by another, generally smaller cottage, but many not replaced at all, thus greatly reducing the tax burden on the owners but increasing it on the other citizens of Bar Harbor. In 1932, fifteen years before the fire, the cottage Edgemere, built along the Shore Path in 1881 and eventually owned by famed landscape architect Beatrix Farrand, was torn down. President Chester Arthur had visited his old friends the Musgraves at Edgemere during his 1882 visit to Bar Harbor. The following year Glen Eyrie, built in 1902 on Eden Street by a Missouri senator, was demolished, as was Birch Point in 1938, along with both the Minot Cottage and the Cleftstone Road cottage of Donaque, which had been built in 1893. The year 1940 saw the demolition of Islecote, situated at Ogden point south of Pointe d’Acadie, just outside of town on the road headed to the Jackson Memorial Laboratory. Islecote had been built by George Vanderbilt as a summer cottage for his sister.




  Two years later the Craigs and the Eyrie were demolished and a new cottage was built on the property. Casa Far Niente was torn down the year after, having been built in 1892 by Philadelphia neurologist and author S. Weir Mitchell, described as one of Bar Harbor’s most illustrious summer residents. He wrote poetry during his visits to the island. It was said that Dr. Mitchell had his West Street summer cottage built because he had grown bored with spending the season in Newport.




  In 1945, the cottage Chatwold, built by Joseph Pulitzer, owner of the New York World, was demolished. The same year the Cleftstone Road summer cottage Elsinore, built in 1893, was demolished, as was Mossley Hall on Norman Road, built in 1882 for railroad magnate William B. Howard, who was reputed to have laid more miles of railroad than any man in the country. The considerable estate Birnam, built on Highbrook Road in 1892, was also demolished in 1945, two years before the fire.
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  Besides the historic properties being lost to demolition, former names that were once the support posts of the Golden Era were starting to disappear from the Cottage Directory. In October of 1946, a year before the Bar Harbor Fire, Louisa Satterlee, prominent summer colonist and daughter of J. P. Morgan, died in Greenwich, Connecticut.




  J. P. Morgan was given much credit for drawing his professional and social contacts’ attention to Mount Desert Island. Though the wealthy industrialist and early Bar Harbor summer colonist can be given that credit, it is his wife, Fanny Tracy Morgan, who can be credited for bringing J. P. Morgan to the island in the first place. Frances Morgan was the daughter of New York lawyer Charles Tracy, who was one of the original rusticators on the island, with the Tracy family boarding in local homes long before Bar Harbor had reached its Hotel Era. The Tracys were well known in Northeast Harbor, where Fanny spent many summers as a girl. In 1875, after ten years of marriage, Fanny Morgan brought J. P. Morgan to her Maine. They, along with two of Fanny’s sisters, arrived in Portland aboard a steamer. They continued to sail along the coast, arriving in Bar Harbor and staying at the Rodick House, a popular hotel, on a Saturday. On Sunday they attended church. They spent Monday driving around the neighborhood of Northeast Harbor. J. P. Morgan arranged for a grand picnic for Tuesday at Great Head and Sand Beach in Bar Harbor with friends and other guests at the Rodick House. He would eventually buy Great Head and make it the site of the great Morgan/Satterlee estate of the era.




  “Her girlish impressions of the beauty of Mount Desert Island were revived and intensified,” wrote J. P. and Fanny Morgan’s son-in-law, Herbert Satterlee. “Moreover, she now had the delight of showing her favorite places to Pierpont, just as he had acted as her guide in England and on the Continent, and he shared her enthusiasm for the island.”




  The Morgans spent another ten days on the island during that visit, going on excursions and picnics. Mr. Morgan spent one rainy day playing cards.




  “It was a real vacation,” wrote Mr. Satterlee.
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  At the end of January 1947, another long-held name was lost from the Cottage Directory. Edward B. Mears, who had been prominent in the building of Bar Harbor’s Golden Era, had died in Florida. Mr. Mears was a lawyer who had been born in Philadelphia, had come to Bar Harbor as a young man, and lived every summer and many winters there. He originally managed the historic Malvern Hotel, and from there he entered the real estate business, both under his own name and then entering into partnership with prominent Bar Harbor businessman A. Stroud Rodick. Mr. Mears was credited with helping organize the Bar Harbor Swimming Club, a staple of the Summer Colony, located on the water very close to the municipal pier. Because Bar Harbor was at times Mr. Mears’s year-round home, he served in positions that other residents associated with the Summer Colony normally would not have assumed. For several years he served as president of the Bar Harbor Medical and Surgical Hospital, now Mount Desert Island Hospital. He served as the treasurer of Bar Harbor’s Young Men’s Christian Association and the Congregational Church, and served as clerk and treasurer of the Bar Harbor Water Company. He was also a member of the Hancock County Bar Association.




  Edward B. Mears was a leader in securing cottages for the summer colonists, either for rent or for sale. He had been connected with all the more important real estate transactions on the island, and in 1906 the Bar Harbor Record described him as “the principal real estate agent in Bar Harbor.”




  “Few men in Bar Harbor are more widely known or held in higher esteem than Mr. Mears. He is a thoroughly responsible and careful man and executes all his commissions with fidelity,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record.
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  At the end of August of 1947, two months before the Bar Harbor Fire, an article was written by Paul Wooten, staff correspondent for the Times-Picayune, a prominent New Orleans newspaper. He would go on to become a White House correspondent and served as the president of the National Press Club and the White House Correspondence Association. Mr. Wooten wrote of his first visit to Bar Harbor, after which he would return year after year, staying at various locations, including the Miller Cottage Inn and the Bar Harbor Motor Inn.






   Mount Desert Island is unique in that it has mountains and sea shore. However, it has only the attractions which nature furnishes. There is no boardwalk—no shooting galleries, roller coasters or midways. As a result, the summer population is only three times the number who live here the year around as compared to ten to one in many vacation areas.




  Bar Harbor is one of the oldest summer resorts in the country. Its availability from the sea made it accessible in the days before highways were improved. The tempo of life on Mt. Desert continues on a dignified plane despite the fact that automobiles now are allowed on the island. They soon put the steamship lines out of business. Good roads, plus the greater number of vacationists, are increasing the pressure on facilities. Nearly 30,000,000 wage earners now are eligible for paid vacations. Traffic on the highways up here creates the impression that most of them are taking advantage of that privilege.




  The summer colony at Bar Harbor is a friendly group. I mention the treatment I received because I find it is typical. Many newcomers are the beneficiaries of the spirit of hospitality that pervades the place.




  Mr. and Mrs. Edmund Richardson of New Orleans and Washington reside here in the summer. They have seen to it that I was introduced around. Mrs. Mary Roberts Rinehart took me for a ride to see her beautiful home. Association with people like Mrs. Rinehart [a famous writer] and Dorothy Dix is a privilege for an inspiration, particularly for anyone who writes for a living.




  Mrs. Walter Abell, one of the owners of the Baltimore Sun, had a ‘sit-down’ dinner party for ninety-six guests. Because of my connection with this paper, a surprising number of widely known persons were in attendance. The Langhornes, cousins of Lady Astor, have a palace on Frenchman’s Bay. They were nice enough to invite me to luncheon so I could feast my eyes on the magnificent view from their dining room.




  I was invited to participate in the annual putting tournament at Kebo Valley Golf club. Imagine my surprise when I found myself paired with Baroness Rothschild. Thanks to the Baroness’ skill we came out second.




  Mount Desert Island has benefited greatly from having attracted such families as the Rockefellers, Fords, Pulitzers, Stotesburys, Dorrances [Campbell Soups] and Morgenthaus because they have taken an active interest in local civic affairs. There have been more recent recruits in Atwater Kent, Lady Oakes and Sumner Welles.




  Some of the old mansions have been torn down in recent years. The tax is lower on unimproved property. By putting the property on a rental basis the demolition then becomes a business loss and is deductible from income. Various other showplaces of the 90s apparently face the same fate unless there is recognition of the situation in the new tax bill.
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  That sense of history, and an era lost and trying to be reclaimed, along with an uncertain future, were what the people of Mount Desert Island had to protect when the call reporting the fire came into the Bar Harbor Fire Department on the afternoon of Friday, October 17.




  Although there had been a brief reprieve from the heat, the dry, hot summer had now transitioned to the warmth of Indian Summer during the first week of October. There never was a true break from the drought-like conditions across the state. By the middle of October the Maine Weather Bureau in Portland reported that rainfall in the Mount Desert Island area from August 1 through October 15 was far below normal, at less than one-third of its normal rainfall during the period. They said that no rain was in sight.




  “Sunny, dry and warm weather is predicted for today,” reported the Bangor Daily News. “Ideal weather usually would be appreciated, but right now rain is what is needed in Maine.”




  Now sporadic forest fires were starting to steadily break out throughout the state of Maine. By October 15 Governor Horace H. Hildreth was discussing the otherwise unthinkable possibility of banning hunting in the state, which would have devastating economic consequences, especially during Maine’s off-season for summer tourism and the dependence on the money brought in by out-of-state hunters during that time. Bird-hunting was already under way, and the open season for deer-hunting was due to begin in five days.




  The following day state forest commissioner Raymond E. Rendall discussed the ban with the governor “with a view of possibly recommending that he issue a proclamation placing a ban on smoking and fire-building in the woods and closing them to hunting until we have a substantial rain,” citing reports the commissioner had just received from eastern, central, and southern areas of the state the previous day regarding the very dry conditions existing in Maine’s forest, which he described as “disturbing.”




  “It appears that we probably will have to do something right away to try to check further outbreaks of fire,” Commissioner Rendall told the Bangor Daily News.




  By now several large fires were burning in scattered parts of the New England states, and the number of fires in Maine increased. Two new fires were reported on October 15, in Rockport, headed for Camden along West Penobscot Bay, and also in North Gray, near the New Gloucester line in the southern part of the state. Fire warden Waldo Clark of Jefferson reported that the Rockport fire “is going in pretty good shape and looks bad from the fire tower.” That same day a fire was reported in Falmouth, near Portland, “where all the town’s fire-fighting equipment swung into action,” according to the Bangor Daily News.




  Rockport and North Gray joined a long list of areas in Maine that were already burning. There were fires in Topsham and Hartford, toward the southern and western parts of the state. In the Down East town of Centerville, fire had broken out on Tuesday, October 14, and by the 15th had burned 250 acres of St. Regis Paper woodlands.




  “This dry condition has been building up so long that there isn’t a bit of moisture in the ground or leaves,” said Maine forest supervisor Auston H. Wilkins. “The leaves are so dry they break up like cornflakes, ignite and burn very quickly, creating a great obstacle for fire fighters to combat. Conditions are very dry and the humidity is low. But one thing in our favor is that there isn’t any wind to whip up the fires into a great fury. This saves us a lot of trouble—but we’ve got our fingers crossed.”




  By the next day, Thursday, October 16, after the eruption of six new fires throughout Maine, and with a total of thirty-six fires burning in the state by the end of the day, Commissioner Rendall again conferred with Governor Hildreth about the increasingly dangerous situation. Describing the woods of Maine as “highly flammable,” Commissioner Rendall recommended the hunting ban, to which Governor Hildreth agreed.




  “This action of closing the woods was taken only after the weather bureau predictions indicated no immediate relief from the drought and in view of the fact that the woods are getting drier every minute and creating a menacing situation,” announced Commissioner Rendall.




  Governor Hildreth immediately issued a Special Proclamation, closing the state’s woodlands to hunters, effective at sunrise the next day. The proclamation also banned smoking and fire-building in all regions except public campsites maintained by the State Forestry Department. Only the hunting of waterfowl was still allowed. Portable mills and woods tractor operators were required to use proper screens on their smokestacks to prevent sparks from setting off new blazes. Governor Hildreth did not have the authority under state law to stop woods operations, but he urged operators to prohibit smoking among their crews while they worked in the tinder-dry woods.




  “Experienced woodsmen have advised me that they had not seen such dry conditions in 30 years and reported that when leaves fall from trees, they are dry enough to crumple in their hands,” said Governor Hildreth.




  Airplanes from the Maine Fish and Game Department and the Forestry Department were assigned by the governor to “prowl the air,” looking for new fires from the sky. He appointed state workers as “unofficial observers” in watching for the outbreak of fires, with instructions to report any new fires to local authorities “at the first possible moment.”




  “And I have asked state employees to render whatever assistance they can at the scene of action when a fire has been detected,” announced the governor.




  Now Maine State Police troopers were sharing assignments with wardens from the Maine Fish and Game Department in patrolling woods roads leading to or surrounding cottages and camp property. The public was being urged to be careful of disposing of lit cigarette butts.




  “This makes a situation which travelers on our highways should be particularly aware of and cause them to refrain from throwing lighted cigars, cigarettes or pipe ashes from motor vehicles,” said Governor Hildreth.




  With forest fires having already burned more than five hundred acres of the state’s woodlands, the governor said that the proclamation would not be lifted until Maine experienced a substantial rain.
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  The Bar Harbor Fire Department was no stranger to fighting fires, whether in the woods that surrounded the village, or in the tightly packed homes and businesses in the center of town. Just months before the Bar Harbor Fire, at the beginning of the new year, they had extinguished a dangerous fire at a mill on Greeley Avenue, located near the heart of the village, among other businesses, homes, and civic buildings. A fire of undetermined origin had swept through the Hodgkins’ Mill and adjacent sheds and a garage on the Greeley Avenue, just off the Cottage Street. The mill was enveloped in flames when the fire was discovered. When the Bar Harbor Fire Department arrived at the scene, they quickly made plans to protect the five nearby residences, all on different sides of the mill’s property.




  The mill fire was feeding on a large stack of lumber and tarred paper, as well as fire-resistant shingles and other materials. The mill burned to the ground, with the heat from the fire so intense that sixteen-inch steel girders twisted as they dropped into the inferno. The blaze, which shot into the air some three or four hundred feet, was visible in Trenton on the mainland ten miles away.




  Complicating the situation was the large crowd of spectators who had come out to see the Saturday night fire. The crowd was in danger from an unstable utility pole that carried high-tension wires supplying electricity to the mill. The pole was in danger of falling after a guy wire, which had been attached to the building, gave way at the height of the fire. Though the utility pole did not injure any of the spectators, several people were hurt when a tank containing three hundred gallons of fuel oil exploded in the fire, sending the tank forty feet from its original location. The concussion, together with the rush of the crowd to escape, knocked many people down, but fortunately no one was seriously injured.




  During the blaze, the fire department also had to deal with a strong breeze that was blowing from the northwest, carrying burning embers more than one-half mile away, many landing on Atlantic Avenue and Hancock Street, near the Shore Path, also dangerously close to the heart of the village.




  The Bar Harbor Times called the fire “the worst fire here since the Florence Hotel burned in 1918.” The fire caused $50,000 worth of damage, not adjusted for inflation.




  “Acting Bar Harbor Fire Chief David Sleeper and his men received the praise of everyone who watched them work for the capable manner in which they threw up water screens to save nearby buildings which were being thoroughly scorched and in danger of bursting into flame at any time,” reported the Bar Harbor Times. “The volunteers showed great courage in withstanding the heat of the blaze and staying at their posts in spite of the danger of falling walls and flying embers. They were assisted by volunteers and high school boys, who rendered considerable service.”




  The fire at the New Florence Hotel that the Bar Harbor Times referenced had been the largest fire in Bar Harbor history, occurring in 1918, twenty-nine years before the Bar Harbor Fire of 1947.




  The New Florence Hotel had been built thirty years before it burned, at a cost of $60,000, or $1.2 million when adjusted for inflation. The hotel covered one hundred feet along Main Street, across from the Village Green. When it first opened, the hotel was known as the Porcupine. It had been purchased just a month before it burned in 1918 by Thomas Jones, who also operated the Newport House, a large hotel at the head of Agamont Park, along with Thomas Phelps of Boston, who acted as the Hotel Florence’s manager. The ground floor facing Main Street comprised an excellent dining room and office, along with the stores of the Frank T. Young Co. plumbers; F. Loring Foster, upholsterer and decorator; and the summer store of Robert Lethoor of New York, a dealer in Belgian laces and needlework.




  The New Florence Hotel fire started at 1 a.m. in or near the hotel’s kitchen and had gained considerable headway before it was discovered. The six-story structure was soon a mass of flames spreading with such rapidity as to cause the guests to flee for their lives. Luckily it was a calm night with scarcely a breath of wind, but it was impossible to stop the flames of the burning hotel, and soon the adjoining three blocks, which were four stories high and constituted in total an immense structure, were also afire. The fire raged for five hours.




  The three adjoining blocks housed businesses and apartments. The first adjoining block was known as the Johnston Block, owned by Hon. J. B. Bass of Bangor and occupied at the time by the Village Green Café, operated by P. H. Joy of Bar Harbor. The upper floors were used as a lodging house run by Miss M. E. Crowley.




  The next block was the Dunbar Block, owned by Howard Dunbar of Sullivan, Maine, which was occupied by the Faneuil Hall Market, J. H. Butterfield, proprietor. The upper stories were occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Edward J. Johnston and family, and Mr. and Mrs. Wilson had rooms with them. Mr. Wilson was a telegraph operator for F. B. Keech Co., bankers and brokers with offices at the Newport House hotel.




  The remaining block was known as the Rogers Block, owned by J. H. Butterfield and occupied by the West End Drug Store, J. B. Gould Co. of Portland proprietors, and managed by Harry L. Gordon. The top floor contained the Hall of Knights of Pythias, while the other floors were tenements occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Harry L. Gordon, Mrs. Wellington McFarland, Mr. and Mrs. Ludolph Hodgkins, and Mrs. Winnie Reed.




  A large part of the stock of the West End Drug Co. and Faneuil Hall Market was moved before the fire reached the buildings, along with the household goods of the tenants of the Rogers and Dunbar blocks. The stock and furnishings that remained in the buildings were practically a total loss. Damages were estimated at $100,000, or $2 million when adjusted for inflation, with insurance partially covering the losses.




  For a time it was thought that the large Hamor Block, also situated next to the hotel, could not be saved, which would have endangered the entire business section of Main Street, but by favorable conditions and the good work of the fire department, this catastrophe, “the thought of which had been a source of anxiety to the town for many years” according to the Bar Harbor Times, was averted.
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  The Bar Harbor Fire of 1947 was reported to the Bar Harbor Fire Department on Friday, October 17, the call coming in at 4:05 p.m. from Dolliver’s Dump, several miles away from both the center of Bar Harbor and the rest of the island. A second call was received at 4:09.




  By now, the first day of the governor’s proclamation closing the Maine woods, there were sixty fires burning across the state, two of them out of control. The governor was calling on various state agencies to coordinate their efforts fighting the “critical situation.” In light of the fire situation across the state and the dry conditions, Bar Harbor fire chief David Sleeper had already prohibited outside burning operations within the Bar Harbor town limits before the call of the first fire came into his department.




  Dolliver’s Dump was an area in the Bar Harbor outer village of Town Hill, close to the causeway that separates the island from the mainland, where trash could be disposed of for a fee, and the combustible material deposited at the dump was traditionally burned. The dump was situated at Fresh Meadow, about seven miles away from the outskirts of Bar Harbor village, along Crooked Road. Acadia National Park was located less than two miles away from the site of the fire. The dump was located on the south bank of a large bog, which in normal summer conditions contained a heavy growth of marsh grass. The north and west borders of the bog were marked by a fairly wide and deep stream. The wind was blowing lightly from the southwest.




  Specifically how the fire started was never conclusively established, though there were many theories. Officials of Acadia National Park said “except for the possibility of incendiaries [arson] the most plausible explanation is that there was some obscure fire or hot embers quietly smoldering in the dump which eventually kindled an active fire, or that perhaps burning material was deposited there shortly before the fire broke out.” The owner of the dump later assured Chief Sleeper that there had been no burning in the dump that would account for the fire. Chief Sleeper himself had patrolled the vicinity by automobile one hour prior to the first call and saw no evidence of fire in the area at that time.




  After receiving the first call at the station, Chief Sleeper immediately dispatched a Dodge forest-fire truck equipped with a 150-gallon tank of water and about sixteen hundred feet of one-and-a-half-inch hose, a portable pumper, and four men, who reached the scene of the fire at 4:18 p.m., just thirteen minutes after the first call had been received. Finding the marsh grass that lay between thirty and fifty feet off the edge of the bog afire, the men laid a line from the truck and started a direct attack with water pumped from the truck’s tank.




  Once the tank was empty, the fire truck’s driver had to disconnect his line and travel approximately a mile away to a brook, which was the nearest water supply, for refill. During the trip the firehouse was notified by phone of the situation, and a general forest fire alarm was sounded.




  “As we were too painfully aware, the conditions were ripe for a major fire,” reported Chief Sleeper. “We had gone several months without rain and all vegetation was dehydrated to a point that any fire, no matter how small, could in a short time, if not soon contained, get completely out of hand.”




  Soon after the call from the firefighters on the scene, a team of sixteen more men arrived to help fight the fire, which was traveling on the surface of the ground in the grassy flatlands of Fresh Meadow and into the woods on the bordering slopes. Chief Sleeper contacted Acadia National Park headquarters at 4:45 p.m., which sent a portable pump, hose, and a crew of five park firefighters to the scene. Superintendent Robert Delievere of the Rockefeller Cottage also sent ten men employed by the estate to help fight the blaze. When the fire was at its height a few days later, John Rockefeller Jr. himself joined the battle against the fire.
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  With the fire at Fresh Meadow having burned unchecked while the town’s fire pumper truck traveled to the brook and was refilled, the fire was making progress in a northeasterly direction toward a ridge that bordered the east side of the bog and contained some small soft wood trees. The fire’s travel and growth was aided by a light breeze, and the firefighters were experiencing great difficulty in dragging the fire hose through the thick grass in the area.




  “Coupled with the rapid progress of the fire and the limited water supply, it was plain that other methods of combating the fire would have to be devised,” reported Chief Sleeper.




  A resident who lived near the fire scene informed the firefighters that there was a woods road that ran through a property called the Shea Farm, where Chief Sleeper had made his initial telephone call for additional help, which would permit a pumper truck being taken directly to the brook, ensuring a desperately needed steady supply of water. Though the narrow woods road was already enveloped in flames, a truck with firefighters and one-and-a-half-inch hose was sent through. Soon the water was pumping, and the firefighters were able to successfully fight the fire “to a considerable extent” on the east side of the bog. Very soon after the first pumper was again pumping water, Acadia National Park sent another Pacific pump and was boosting water up the ridge on the east side of the bog, where most of the fire was concentrated. Soon the fire was considered no longer a threat.




  “The fire was contained at midnight and the job of ‘mopping up’ began,” reported Chief Sleeper.




  Mop-up consisted of replacing the small Pacific pumps with the Bar Harbor Fire Department’s five-hundred-gallon trailer pumper. Hose was laid to cover both the ridge on the east and the edge of the bog on the south. Water was continually pumped on the hot spots, and full patrols were maintained to look for additional fire. The theory was that the contained fire would eventually burn itself out.




  “With the exception of one or two hot spots in the center of the bog deep in the peat, all was quiet,” reported Chief Sleeper. “These were in an area that had been burned over and not considered dangerous. It is significant that these spots never did cause further damage.”




  For the next three days water was poured on the remaining hot spots, and the area was patrolled. By noon on Saturday, October 19, with the exception of two pump operators, Chief Sleeper released all park personnel, who returned to park headquarters subject to recall. At midnight on Monday, October 20, the pump was shut down, but the hose was kept intact around the entire burn area.
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  The total area burned in the fire at Dolliver’s Dump was one hundred acres. As of October 20, the fire that had threatened Bar Harbor’s rich past and uncertain future had been averted, and all was well on Mount Desert Island.
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