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			Introduction 

			When you imagine nineteenth-century Martha’s Vineyard, whaleships and widow’s walks might come to mind, or perhaps fishermen and farmhands. Androids may not. And yet in 1883, a set of androids was patented by Edgartown inventor Richard Shute. Titled “Androides or Automaton Shoe-Factory,” Shute’s invention consisted of eight miniature robotic shoemakers with moving arms and bodies, who labored over little shoes at their benches, buffing tiny soles and swinging miniature hammers when the spring was wound.

			Small, curious stories like this one fill these pages. Some are bizarre, some are quirky, some are sad, some are touching, some are familiar, some are just awful, and many are surprising. All are true. And all are quite human. I hope this book will challenge some common views of Martha’s Vineyard history and poke holes in a few of the old stereotypes. 

			This is not a textbook. It is intended to be opened anywhere and enjoyed; it’s a book more for the nighttable than the classroom. It’s intended to be whimsical, not stuffy. Nevertheless, I take the research for these stories very seriously. 

			This is not meant to be a comprehensive history of the Island, by any means. There are loads of important events that I’ve skipped over entirely; most have been well covered elsewhere. But I hope this book will hold a few surprises even for those who feel they are pretty familiar with Vineyard history.

			The majority of these stories were adapted from my column in the Martha’s Vineyard Times, “This Was Then,” and were published in some form between 2014 and 2017. But there are lots of unpublished bits here as well that I hope you will enjoy. 

			My grandfather’s photographs were the germ for the majority of these stories. More often than not, I began with an old photo, and then tried to find the story behind it. I fell down more than a few Symmes Holes along the way. I have some favorites: “The Joggins,” “Tivoli Girl,” “The Artist Mystic,” “The Cottage City Carnival of 1882,” and “Welcome and the Ape” among them, mostly because they were completely unfamiliar to me. Many were particularly fun to write, like “Journey to the Center of the Earth” and “Old Island Cooking.” Others were based on larger-than-life Island characters whom I have doggedly chased for years, like George Cleveland (“Arvagasugiaqpalauqtut Kinguvaanginnik Qaujinasungniq”), Edson Chick, George Fred, and Rodolphus Crocker and his boys (“Shugrue” and “The Wooden Leg”).

			There are no morals to these stories, except, perhaps, that humans and their behaviors have not changed much.

			Enjoy.

		

	
		
			Martin’s Vineyard

			Um, what’s the island called, again? Actually, historians have never been able to agree on what the original English name was, nor its namesake. To start with, was it “Martha’s” or “Martin’s”? 

			In 1602, English explorer Capt. Bartholomew Gosnold came ashore on what is now called Nomans Land. In his published account, chronicler John Brereton wrote:

			At length we were come amongst many faire Islands . . . but comming to an anker under one of them, which was about three or foure leagues from the maine, captaine Gosnold, my selfe, and some others, went ashore, & going round about it, we found it to be foure English miles in compasse, without house or inhabitant, saving a little old house made of boughes, covered with barke, an olde piece of a weare of the Indians, to catch fish, and one or two places, where they had made fires.

			In the margin, Brereton added, “The first Island called Marthaes vineyard.” (In a later account he added, “The rest [of the Island was] overgrowne with trees, which so well as the bushes, were so overgrowne with Vines, we could scarce pass them.” So although grapes are mentioned nowhere in any of Gosnold’s accounts, perhaps “Vineyard” still has a relatively clear provenance.) 
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					Detail from “A Map of New England and New York” [John Speed, 1676] 

				

			

			Gosnold was not the first European to visit our Island. Italian explorer Sebastian Cabot sailed past nearly a century earlier, as did Giovanni da Verrazzano shortly afterward; both made rough maps of the coastline, and for all we know may have even landed here. Verrazzano named an island southwest of Cape Cod “Luisa,” which has been tentatively attributed to modern Block Island, but some historians speculate that “Luisa,” named after the mother of the king of France, could have been the Vineyard.

			When Gosnold first landed in New England (somewhere north of Cape Cod, possibly Cape Ann) in 1602, he was greeted by a group of native men in a “Basque-shallop with mast and sail.” Their native leader wore shoes and stockings, waistcoat, breeches, hat and band, with his eyebrows painted white, and spoke and understood some English. Sailing south around the Cape to our islands and ultimately camping for about a month on “Elizabeth’s Isle” (likely modern Cuttyhunk), Gosnold’s men had several more encounters with English-speaking natives. “They pronounce our language with great facility,” writes Brereton, “for one of them one day sitting by me, upon occasion I spake smiling to him these words: How now (sirrah) are you so saucy with my tobacco? . . . [He] spoke so plain and distinctly, as if he had been a long scholar in the language.”

			There were two chroniclers aboard—Gabriel Archer being the second—and both wrote popular accounts of Gosnold’s voyage, which later inspired other English explorers to seek adventures in America. Their accounts are similar. They describe the island-hopping Wampanoag inhabitants as confident, well organized, eager to trade, and happy to assist the Englishmen in cutting sassafras, worth a small fortune in England. They “offered themselves unto us in great familiarity,” wrote Archer.

			The Wampanoags were tall—“of stature much higher than we”—and wore their hair long, tied up in a knot and adorned with feathers, they wrote, and drank from large cups “made like skulls.” They wore deerskin loincloths, “much like a blacksmith’s apron” and “make beards of the hair of beasts: and one of them offered a beard of their making to one of our sailors, for his that grew on his face, which because it was of a red color, they judged to be none of his own.” They offered local furs for trade, including beaver, luzerne, martin, otter, wild-cat, black fox, and seal skin. Only one ugly incident marred their visit: Toward the end of their month or so of island living, a couple of Gosnold’s men had a fight with one of their native chaperones, and one Englishman received a minor arrow wound.

			Gosnold’s chroniclers described the islands as covered with “high-timbered oak,” cedar, beech, elm, holly, walnut, and cherry, together with a wide variety of berries, and a freshwater lake full of small tortoises. “In every island, and almost in every part of every island, are great store of ground-nuts, forty together on a string, some of them as big as hen’s eggs; they grow not two inches under ground; the which nuts we found to be as good as potatoes,” Brereton wrote.

			Gosnold’s original plan to leave a group of planters behind to start a colony or trading post was soured by the lack of supplies, and by concerns about the Wampanoags following the arrow incident. “Some of our company that before vowed to stay [began] to make revolt,” wrote Archer. They returned to England with a fortune in sassafras and some new names which stuck: “Cape Cod,” “Elizabeth Island(s),” and “Marthaes”—or was it “Martin’s”?—Vineyard.

			Was “Martha’s” or “Martin’s” the name Gosnold intended? Historian Charles Banks in his classic book History of Martha’s Vineyard points out that in some 85 percent of seventeenth-century written references to our Island, it’s spelled “Martin’s Vineyard” rather than “Martha’s Vineyard.” (The name was also quickly transferred from Nomans to its larger neighbor to the north.) Even Thomas Mayhew Sr., who acquired the title to the Island and established the first English settlement here, called it Martin’s Vineyard. The first book of Island deeds is titled “Upon Martin’s or Martha’s Vineyard,” although most seventeenth-century legal documents dodged the issue by abbreviating it “Mart. Vineyard.” “The name ‘Martin’s’ was used up to about 1700,” writes Banks, “even by the residents of the Vineyard, by local historians and cartographers, by public officials throughout New England and New York.”

			But who could “Martin” have been? It’s believed that Gosnold was accompanied on this voyage by a Capt. John Martin, better known for his later associations with Gosnold in Jamestown Colony. Gosnold named other minor locales after his traveling companions (like “Point Gilbert” for Bartholomew Gilbert, and “Tucker’s Terror” after another fellow traveler), so it would be no surprise if he named the Vineyard after his shipmate Captain Martin, who was after all the son of the former lord mayor of London.

			It wasn’t until the eighteenth century—after Gosnold and Brereton were long dead—that “Martha’s” became the more popular choice for the name. And there are some solid theories as to who “Martha” could have been. Gosnold had an infant daughter named Martha who had died (probably a few years before his voyage); however, historians are skeptical that an explorer of that era would name an island after a deceased child. A better candidate is Gosnold’s influential mother-in-law, Martha Golding, who helped find the financial backing for his 1602 voyage. But then why a full century of “Martin’s Vineyard” first?

			Captain Martin is best known as one of the founding settlers and original leaders of Virginia Colony at Jamestown in 1607, together with Gosnold. He was scrappy, ambitious, and a survivor, but he was not well liked. He was seen as privileged, combative, and a complainer. He was quarrelsome, uncooperative, “embroiled in controversies,” and even refused to pay taxes. The planters complained about him to the London Company, writing, “Captain Martin hath refused to submitt himselfe to the lawes.”

			So was it the dead baby, the contentious captain, or the rich mother-in-law? We could have worse name options. Three years after Gosnold’s visit, French explorer Samuel de Champlain spotted the Island and named it “La Soupçonneuse” (“The Suspicious One”) because “in the distance we had several times thought it was not an island.” The name entered French culture as “l’Ile Douteuse” (Doubtful Island). 

			Maybe Gosnold should have asked the inhabitants of that little old house made of boughs. The Wampanoag “Noëpe” might have been the best choice after all.

		

	
		
			The Seminary

			In 1868, the Rev. Horace Barrows Marshall moved to the Vineyard from Maine with his wife Annie and their three young sons. A graduate of what is now Colby College, Reverend Marshall came to serve as the new pastor of the Holmes Hole Baptist Church, a tall white wooden church that dominated the center of town until the Great Fire of 1883 burned it to the ground. 

			In the summer of 1870, Reverend Marshall erected a substantial new building, the Grove Hill Seminary, on a hill north of Holmes Hole, across from what is today the Unitarian Church on Main Street. It was a private school (possibly girls-only for a time). Marshall soon quit his job as pastor to become its principal.

			The seminary was not particularly successful. Marshall moonlighted as the acting pastor of the West Tisbury Baptist Church, and after the birth of their fourth son Philip in 1873, the Marshalls closed the school and moved to Chelmsford.

			Mrs. Love West, who for many years had been the proprietress of the Mansion House, bought the vacant seminary building and renovated it as a hotel, which she named the Grove Hill House. It became a popular and successful summer hotel for more than twenty years, and was a favorite gathering spot each summer for Army and Navy officers and their families from Washington, DC. When the Great Fire burned down all of downtown Vineyard Haven, including the Mansion House, Grove Hill became a refuge for many local families made homeless by the inferno.

			One of those Army officers was evidently Lieut. Col. Charles Barnett, an elite West Point graduate who served as deputy quartermaster general of the US Army. His status in Washington was such that his elaborate Baltimore wedding to Miss Sallie Shoemaker was attended by Gen. William Sherman (of Civil War fame) and the sitting president himself, Rutherford Hayes. 

			The Barnetts purchased the hotel upon Mrs. West’s retirement, renamed it Avenel, and converted it to a summer home. Along with their two sons, Charlie Jr. and Eccleston, the Barnetts summered at Avenel until 1902, when Colonel Barnett was sent to a sanatorium in Battle Creek, Michigan, for “suicidal mania,” and jumped to his death from its fourth floor at the age of fifty-seven.

			Colonel Barnett’s son Charlie, a civil engineer, lived at Avenel for another quarter-century. A concrete expert, he designed a number of Vineyard Haven’s concrete buildings, including Renear’s Showroom on Church Street (today known as Church Street Landing) and Vineyard Haven’s concrete water standpipe. Alas, in 1936 he followed his father’s dark path and intentionally shut himself in Avenel’s garage with a running automobile, ending his life at the age of fifty-one. Avenel—the former seminary—was demolished not long afterward.

			The names of the students who attended Grove Hill Seminary have been forgotten, except for two: Ellis Manter and Harriet Eaton, who attended the school as teenagers. Both grew up with modest means. (Harriet’s mother died when she was less than two weeks old, and she grew up on her grandparents’ farm.) Both came into wealth in their lifetimes, and both bequeathed significant sums to the community. The Harriet (Eaton) Goldberg fund is now part of the Permanent Endowment for Martha’s Vineyard, and the Ellis Manter fund, managed by the Tisbury School, continues to provide shoes, clothes, and other necessities for students in need.

		

	
		
			Journey to the Center of the Earth

			The word “Chops”—as in East and West—derives its name from the business end of a mouth, the parts one might lick, or (proverbially, anyway) bust. While still a geographically rare name, there is another famous example: The English Channel also has chops.

			Between our chops is the harbor known in the nineteenth century as “Holmes Hole,” or, earlier, “Homes Hole.” Like nearby “Woods Hole,” “Quick’s Hole,” and “Robinson’s Hole,” the name refers to an opening, a mouth. As Charles Banks wrote in The History of Martha’s Vineyard, “It is probably derived from ‘Homes,’ meaning an old man, and the entire name signifies ‘old man’s hole.’ . . . The word ‘homes’ indicates decrepitude as applied to an aged person, and probably was applied to an old chief who made this place his abode when the first settlers, in 1642, came to the island.”

			Holmes Hole was renamed “Vineyard Haven” in the early 1870s—residents were tired of living in a “hole”—but the name lived on in some unusual circles.

			In 1818, Army officer John Symmes of St. Louis published his theory—actually a variation on some very old legends—that “the earth is hollow, and habitable within,” with vast openings at both the North and South Poles. Inside was a “warm and rich land, stocked with thrifty vegetables and animals if not men.” His theory was widely circulated, and equally widely discredited, but never fully squashed. The alleged openings became known as “Symmes Holes,” and his theories would inspire much science fiction, most notably Jules Verne’s popular 1864 novel, Journey to the Center of the Earth.

			Edward Everett, who had served as both US secretary of state and governor of Massachusetts, decried in a well-publicized 1861 speech, “The Causes and Conduct of the Civil War,” “There is, I am aware, no end to human credulity. Captain Symmes and his numerous followers were persuaded that the earth is as hollow as a gourd and that you can sail into the interior as easily as a Down-East coaster can sail into Holmes’ Hole.”

			As often happens, the stories became garbled, and soon after Everett’s speech, Symmes’s hypothetical hole at the North Pole became known as “Holmes’ Hole.” A 1901 Ohio newspaper wrote, “Men stand on the street and talk of the flying machine as an assured fact, and of a descent to Holmes’ Hole not simply as a thing that is possible but as a very near probability.” In the retelling, “Holmes” became some legendary captain who had (according to one 1913 account), “invented an aperture at the North Pole through which sucks the Gulf Stream, and which was called ‘Holmes’s hole.’ ”

			Nobody has managed to dig very far below Vineyard Haven, but in the fall of 1976, Raymond Hall and a team from the US Geological Survey drilled an 860-foot borehole named “ENW-50” under the State Forest, in Edgartown, behind Dodgers Hole. The well penetrated one hundred million years of accumulated sedimentary strata, unearthing geological samples and pollen from the Cenomanian age, when dinosaurs roamed the surface, but stopped just short of the (theoretical) bedrock below. Fortunately, no Vernean shark-crocodiles or Ape Gigans emerged from Hall’s hole.
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