


  1820s Maine Achieves Statehood; Peter Brawn Fights a Bear


  THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN MAINE AND MASSACHUSETTS PROMISED to be a difficult one, especially with New Hampshire blocking any real intimacy. Taxes, as they often do, provided one bone of contention. So did Maine’s underrepresentation in the Massachusetts General Court (the legislature), and its distance from the seat of government in Boston. Settlers in Maine’s interior bristled over the vast tracts of land owned by rich proprietors in Massachusetts. By 1785 all these factors prompted some Mainers to contemplate splitting off from Massachusetts and forming a new state. On September 17 of that year an announcement appeared in the first issue of the Falmouth Gazette—Maine’s first newspaper—calling for a meeting to discuss the question. Thirty-three people showed up the next month and they sent out a notice calling for a convention in January to discuss the matter further. Despite several meetings, response to the idea of separation remained lukewarm at best.


  The question came up again in 1791 and the next year the state representatives from the Maine district requested that public opinion be sounded on the subject. The vote took place in March, and while 2,074 voted in favor of separation, 2,525 voted against it. “This result, so unexpected to the sanguine advocates of separation, suspended for a short time any further attempts on their part,” wrote William Wills in an 1865 history of Portland. People offered more resolutions and convened more meetings over the next few years, but nothing came of them until after the War of 1812. Massachusetts had refused to lend military assistance to Maine when the British occupied Down East territory during the war, and this only helped strengthen the sentiment for statehood.


  The growing movement benefitted from the efforts of several talented and ambitious men who remained determined to see Maine become a state. Chief among them was William King, “the father of Maine.” Born in Scarborough in 1768, King became a successful merchant in Topsham before moving to Bath and doing even better there. “In his person, he was tall and of a striking figure,” wrote Louis Clinton Hatch in his multi-volume history of Maine, “and with a finely formed head, strongly-marked features, high forehead, and black, impending brows, he had a natural and majestic air of command.” Because King had served as a major general in the Massachusetts militia, people referred to him as General King. He was also known as “the sultan of Bath.” “King was an able, vigorous, downright man,” wrote Hatch. “He never shunned a contest, and strove to bend all around him to his will; he was loved and admired by his friends and followers; feared, perhaps hated, by his opponents.” King had initially been a Federalist—the party of George Washington, John Adams, and Alexander Hamilton—but later shifted to the Democratic-Republican party of Thomas Jefferson. With King’s financial backing, the Eastern Argus newspaper in Portland became a prominent voice for separation.


  King had allies in a “junto” that worked for statehood. John Holmes was a successful lawyer who had been born in Massachusetts but moved to the district of Maine in 1799 after graduating from Rhode Island College (later Brown University). “His chief characteristic was his ready wit,” wrote Hatch in his history. “He had few equals in keenness of repartee and power of ridicule. Indeed, his sense of humor was at times injurious to him. He could not resist an opportunity to tell a good story, and he would interrupt a legal argument to relate an anecdote, thereby weakening, or at least appearing to weaken, the closeness of his reasoning.” Holmes was also a heavy drinker with a reputation for arrogance. When he defected from the Federalist Party to become a Democratic Republican, many suspected the change “was wholly of a mercenary character.”


  William Preble was a difficult man with a sharp tongue. Born in York, he graduated from Harvard and became an accomplished mathematician, but he was not a natural politician. “Preble’s nature was such as to repel rather than attract men,” Hatch said, which was probably why he found it better to work behind the scenes instead of as an elected representative.


  Albion Parris, a future Maine governor, was born in Hebron and graduated from Dartmouth. A lawyer, he served in the Massachusetts General Court and later as a U.S. congressman. He tended to shy away from the hardball politics that others in the junto practiced, which perhaps explained his personal popularity. In his history of the statehood movement, Ronald F. Banks points out that many baby boys were named after Albion Parris.


  John Chandler was born in New Hampshire in 1762 and joined the army when he was 14 to fight in the American Revolution. Captured by the British while serving on a privateer, he managed to escape from prison in Savannah and make his way home. He later moved to Monmouth and became a protégé of Henry Dearborn, Thomas Jefferson’s secretary of war and a major landowner in Maine. With Dearborn’s backing, Chandler eventually became a Massachusetts congressman and later the sheriff of Kennebec County. He also served as a brigadier general during the war of 1812. His military background was reflected in his personality; Hatch describes “his stiff and erect form, and somewhat brusque and abrupt manner of speech.”


  These men were capable, ambitious, and occasionally unscrupulous, and they put the lie to one reason anti-separatists said Maine wasn’t ready for statehood—because there weren’t enough talented people in the district.


  Another factor working in favor of separation was increasing political division. Massachusetts remained strongly Federalist but Maine and its growing population began tilting toward the Democratic-Republican Party. Massachusetts Federalists realized it would increase their influence if the members of the rival party in Maine ended up in a separate state. (Federalists in Maine, though, resisted separation, knowing it would consign them to minority status.) In 1816 the Massachusetts General Court passed a bill for separation, provided that Maine residents voted in its favor by a factor of five to four. They did not—not quite—and at a convention in Brunswick that September, King and the junto struggled to fudge the voting results. Using some creative math cooked up by John Holmes and Harvard mathematician William Preble, they twisted the numbers until they got the result they wanted. The General Court refused to be swayed by the creative mathematics, though, and the blatant attempt to skew the results brought only scorn and derision to the proponents for statehood.


  One of the biggest obstacles to separation was a federal regulation known as the coasting law. Passed by Congress in 1798, it required coastal vessels to clear customs in every state with which their home state did not share a border. A southbound vessel from New Hampshire did not have to stop in Massachusetts, which was contiguous, but it would have to stop in every other state down the coast. As long as Maine remained part of Massachusetts, a vessel from the district would have clear sailing through New York. If Maine separated, though, its ships would have to stop in Massachusetts and every other state south of it. As a result, Maine’s coastal communities strongly opposed separation. After some effective lobbying by William King and his brother Rufus, Congress revised the coasting law by turning the entire Atlantic seaboard through Georgia into a single district, ending the need for reporting to customs houses in each state. That removed a major stumbling block for statehood.


  The momentum had clearly shifted, and in June 1819 the Massachusetts General Court passed a bill authorizing the voters of Maine to decide the issue. This time the district’s voters gave statehood a resounding victory.


  Maine’s constitutional convention took place that October in Portland. William King served as president. There was talk of making Maine a “commonwealth” instead of a state but it was rejected, one reason being that “state” was shorter and easier to spell. The name Columbus was also considered instead of Maine—“the name of Columbus is associated with all that is noble,” said Augusta’s Daniel Cony—but Maine prevailed. The citizens of Maine voted overwhelmingly for the constitution in December 1819, and the votes were officially recorded in January. According to the act of separation, Congress now had to grant statehood by a deadline of March 4, 1820. The clock was ticking.


  Statehood was within reach, but then slavery almost tripped things up at the finish line. At the time the United States had 11 free and 11 slave states, maintaining a delicate balance of power. Admitting Maine as a free state would give the free states an advantage in Congress, something the slave-holding South would not accept.


  Missouri offered a way out. That territory had also requested statehood, but its status, too, hung in limbo over slavery. The result was the Missouri Compromise, a pact hammered out in Congress that prohibited slavery in the territory gained through the Louisiana Purchase north of 36 degrees 30 inches—Missouri’s southern border—with the exception of Missouri itself, which would enter the Union as a slave state. Maine could join the Union as a free state and maintain the balance. The legislative package passed on March 3, 1820, the day before the separation act with Massachusetts was due to expire.


  Some were unhappy to see Maine become entangled in the slavery issue. Daniel Cony protested against “coupling the destiny of Maine” with “the trackless regions, the dreary wastes, the sable tribes” of Missouri. The editors of the Portland Gazette said they would rather see statehood fail “than bear up so wicked a freight as the slavery of Missouri.” Five members of the Maine congressional delegation voted against the compromise. Two Maine congressmen who proved instrumental in passage of the compromise, John Holmes and Mark L. Hill, were attacked for their efforts and accused of having “leagued themselves with southern slave drivers.”


  Others accepted the compromise. Ashur Ware and William Preble of the Eastern Argus stated their position in the paper when they admitted that slavery was “both a moral and political evil. But having said this, it must be admitted on the other hand that it is an evil too deeply seated to admit of an immediate cure. No man in his senses, thinks of emancipation. All agree that it would be ruinous both to master and slave.” (The slaves, if asked, might have thought otherwise.)


  In a “Letter to the People of Maine,” John Holmes defended his position on the compromise, which he said was necessary to prevent disunion and civil war over the slavery question. Holmes sent a copy of his letter to Thomas Jefferson, and Jefferson sent a long letter back. He said “the Missouri question,” like “a fire bell in the night, awakened and filled me with terror. I considered it as once as the knell of the Union. It is hushed indeed for the moment, but this is a reprieve only, not a final sentence.” In fact, it would take another 41 years before the nation’s smoldering divisions over slavery blazed up into civil war.


  On March 15, 1820, Maine entered the union as the nation’s 23rd state. William King, who had done so much to achieve this result, became the new state’s first governor, but he resigned the post in June 1821 and moved to Washington to oversee the claims cases made by U.S. citizens following the Florida treaty with Spain. King tried running for governor again as a Whig in 1835 but was soundly defeated. He died insane in 1852.


  The Eastern Argus celebrated statehood in an editorial on March 21. “Thursday last witnessed the birth of a new State, and ushered Maine into the Union,” it said. “The day was noticed, as far as we have heard from the various towns, by every demonstration of joy and heartfelt congratulation, becoming the occasion. . . . May the day which has so auspiciously commenced our political existence as a State, long be remembered with complacent feelings and every annual return bring with it, by the many blessings it may produce, additional inducement for its celebration.”
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  Maine had some 298,000 residents when it became a state in 1820, and it’s safe to assume that many of them didn’t care whether they were citizens of Maine or Massachusetts. Certainly, when Peter Brawn was wrestling a bear in his boat on Sebec Lake at some point in the 1820s, the question of what state he was in never entered his mind.


  Brawn was originally from Massachusetts and in 1805 he moved to Dover, where he built a log cabin and lived with his family. He moved to Moorstown (now Abbot) after his wife died in 1808. The “memorable cold season of 1815-16” prompted a move to Foxcroft. (It must have been really cold to be a memorably cold winter in Maine.) In 1826 Brawn purchased some land on Sebec Lake, which lies north of Dover-Foxcroft in Piscataquis County, and he moved there with his second wife. He made his living making shingles, shaving them from blocks of wood. An efficient “shingle shaver” like Brawn could make about a thousand shingles a day.


  In 1910 Edgar Crosby Smith contributed a paper called “Peter Brawn and His Celebrated Bear Fight on Sebec Lake” to the Piscataquis County History Society. In it, Smith told the remarkable story about Brawn’s struggle. It may not be a typical incident from Maine’s first decade as a state, but it is an entertaining one.


  The story goes that Brawn and a man named Ayer were taking a bateau down Sebec Lake with a load of shingles when they spied a swimming bear. They started chasing the bruin. Many people might consider that decision to be unwise. The bear was not pleased when it noticed its pursuers. According to Smith’s account, the bear turned toward the two men in the boat “and showed belligerent symptoms, displaying a set of formidable teeth, and performing his evolutions with an activity that convinced them that they had no insignificant enemy to contend with.” Events would prove that assessment to be correct.


  In apparent defiance of common sense, the two men brought the boat right alongside the bear. At this point, the bear decided to climb aboard. In what could be interpreted as yet another case of bad judgement that day, Ayer attacked the bruin with an axe, but he managed only to shear off a bit of bear cheek. This angered the bear even more, and it clamped down on Ayer’s wrist with its teeth and ripped open his side with its claws. Then bear and Ayer tumbled over the side of the boat and into the lake.


  When the pair hit the water, the bear relinquished his grip on Ayer, who sank beneath the waves. As the bear paddled around, waiting for Ayer to surface, Brawn took action. Ayer had taken the axe with him into the water, so Brawn attacked the bear with an oar. He struck it on the nose and on the side and, when the animal decided it had endured enough, struck it once more on the rump as the bear paddled away.


  Ayer, meanwhile, had bobbed to the surface. Brawn fished him aboard the bateau, where Ayer lay dripping and bleeding on the boat’s bottom. Brawn decided it would be best not to chase the bear any more. Instead, he brought Ayer ashore to get his wounds patched up, and found someone else who could help him with the shingles.


  Such was life on Sebec Lake during Maine’s first decade of statehood.





  1830s Jonathan Cilley Fights a Duel; Maine (Almost) Goes to War


  ON FEBRUARY 24, 1838, CONGRESSMEN JONATHAN CILLEY OF MAINE and William Graves of Kentucky faced each other across a cow pasture in Bladensburg, Maryland. Both men were armed with rifles. Only one of them left the field alive. Spoiler alert: It was not Cilley.


  Jonathan Cilley had been born in New Hampshire in 1802. When he entered Bowdoin College in 1821 at the relatively advanced age of 19, he traveled to school with two other students who became friends—Nathaniel Hawthorne, later the author of The Scarlet Letter and other works, and Franklin Pierce, a future president of the United States. (Henry Wadsworth Longfellow was another member of Cilley’s Class of 1825.) Hawthorne remembered Cilley as a good student of “quick and powerful intellect” who demonstrated leadership qualities and a natural eloquence that served him well in debates. “In private intercourse, Cilley possessed a remarkable fascination,” Hawthorne said. “It was impossible not to regard him with the kindliest feelings, because his companions were intuitively certain of a like kindliness on his part. He had a power of sympathy which enabled him to understand every character, and hold communion with human nature in all its varieties.” But Hawthorne also detected “harsher and sterner traits” in Cilley’s personality—characteristics that helped him face adversity without flinching.


  After graduation, Cilley moved to Thomaston to study law with John Ruggles, a Democrat who had been elected to the Maine legislature, where he later served as speaker of the house. Ruggles was also a lawyer and editor of the Thomaston Register. Cilley helped out with the paper and the law practice, especially when Ruggles was off in Portland or Augusta for his legislative duties. As a Democrat, young Cilley became a strong supporter of Andrew Jackson, who had been elected president in 1828.


  On April 4, 1829, Cilley married Deborah Prince of Thomaston, the sister of a friend. Their first son, Greenleaf, was born on October 27. Anyone doing the math will understand why the marriage was scheduled with some haste.


  Working with Ruggles taught Cilley much about Maine’s politics. He learned even more when he was elected to a one-year term to the state legislature in 1831. Ruggles had been appointed a judge, but had set his eye on a seat in the United States Senate. Democratic politics in those days was something of a snake pit, with dueling factions, ambitions, and rivalries. When Cilley ran for reelection, he learned that his friend, mentor, and next door neighbor—John Ruggles—was one of the head snakes.


  Somehow Ruggles had gotten the idea that Cilley was going to stand between him and the Senate seat he wanted so badly. He did everything he could to prevent Cilley’s reelection, including distributing pamphlets that attacked Cilley “in the most virulent and abusive terms.” Cilley managed to win reelection, but the Ruggles faction challenged the results and refused to seat him. Cilley returned to Thomaston in defeat. Nonetheless, he was elected again in 1834, but Ruggles and others continued their attacks with “unrelenting malignity” and had Cilley expelled from the party’s caucus. Despite the fierce opposition from within his own party, Cilley won the post of speaker of the Maine house in 1835.


  Cilley was obviously a young man with a future, and the future lay in Washington, D.C. It required three votes before he gained the majority necessary for election to the U.S. House of Representatives, but he finally prevailed in February 1836.


  Hawthorne visited his friend in Maine shortly before the new congressman headed south to Washington. The author, who had not seen Cilley since college, described him as having a “thin face, sharp features, sallow, a projecting brow, not very high, deep-set eyes; an insinuating smile and look, when he meets you, or is about to address you.” The novelist expressed mixed feelings about his old friend. “He is a singular man, shrewd, crafty, insinuating, with wonderful tact,” Hawthorne wrote, and he marveled at how Cilley could subtly manipulate people without them knowing it. He also admired his “natural feeling” and “frankness.” “He by no means feigns the good feeling that he professes, nor is there anything affected in the frankness of his conversation; and it is this that makes him so very fascinating.” Hawthorne decided he was “a daring fellow as well as a sly one,” but seemed somewhat ambivalent about Cilley’s character.


  Cilley served in Washington for less than two years before his fatal meeting with Graves. The duel that led to his death was a tangled affair that combined personal honor, sectional differences, and political rivalries. The delicate dance to preserve honor and navigate the tricky etiquette of dueling would have seemed farcical if it hadn’t ended so tragically.


  Cilley first clashed with Virginian Henry Wise over the issue of the Seminole War in Florida. Wise was against it. Cilley, on the other hand, proposed pushing the war against the Native Americans “with vigor, on the old New England plan, where the Indians had been wholly exterminated.” (Looked at from a 21st-century perspective, that was not the most admirable of sentiments.) In addition, Cilley attacked Wise for “this sympathy for the dark red man which seemed to be akin to that expressed in some quarters for the man of a yet darker hue.” Cilley could never be mistaken for an abolitionist. (South Carolina’s Francis Pickens later said that Cilley “was the first northern man who openly denounced the abolitionists and spoke as a Southern man.”) Looking at the clash between Cilley of Maine and Graves of Kentucky as one between North and South becomes a little difficult.


  Wise was no stranger to dueling, having wounded a man in an affair of honor in January 1835. “He is pale and thin, about thirty years of age, perhaps not so much,” wrote a reporter around this time. “He dresses like an old man, though his general appearance is very youthful. He is very slovenly in his apparel, his coat hanging like a miller’s bag on his shoulders. . . . His forte lies in invective; then he becomes, to those whose party sympathies follow his own excited train of feeling, thrilling; his pale and excited face, his firm and compact head thrown back, his small bony hand clenched in the air, or with the forefinger quivering there, his eyes brilliant and fixed, his voice high yet sonorous, impress a picture too vivid to be easily erased from the mind.”


  On February 12 Wise asked Congress to investigate charges printed in the New York Courier and Enquirer alleging that a fellow congressman had indicated a willingness to accept bribes. Wise did not name the congressman, but said he was a Democrat. (Strangely enough, the unnamed Democrat turned out to be Maine Senator John Ruggles.) Cilley responded, saying he did not think it right to take action based on the accusations of a newspaper editor who had also been accused of taking a bribe. That editor was James Watson Webb, a Whig who helmed the New York Courier and Independent. One accusation circulating about Webb was that he had abandoned President Andrew Jackson after the U.S. Bank—which Jackson opposed—loaned him $52,000.


  Webb was a cantankerous and confrontational individual. Hearing of Cilley’s remarks, Webb traveled to Washington and wrote a note to Cilley requesting that he clarify his comments. He asked Graves, a man he barely knew, to deliver the message. Cilley refused to accept it. Graves and Cilley remembered their conversation differently. Cilley said he told Graves he did not wish to be drawn into a quarrel with Webb and declined to comment on his character. He said he did not intend this to mean any disrespect to Graves. The Kentuckian said Cilley claimed congressional privilege concerning his remarks about Webb and was impugning Graves’s honesty when he denied saying that. Graves interpreted this as an attack on his honor. On February 23 he demanded “satisfaction,” probably expecting that an anti-dueling New Englander would not accept a challenge. Cilley, proud and determined, accepted it.


  Graves selected Henry Wise—whom Cilley thought was the real force behind the escalating conflict—to serve as his second. Cilley picked John W. Jones of Wisconsin, mainly because he had few other options. The seconds began making the arrangements for the duel. On the afternoon of February 24, the two parties rode out of Washington and into the Maryland countryside, where they found a cow pasture that met their needs. Each congressman took a rifle and separated until they were 80 yards apart, and waited for the signal to fire. On the first round, Cilley shot too early and fired into the ground. Graves had a similar misfire on the second round. After each shot, Cilley announced that he bore no ill will toward Graves, probably thinking that honor had been satisfied and the duel would end.


  Honor, apparently, required further sacrifice. Instead of stopping the duel, Wise suggested that if it continued past a third round, the two men should move closer to each other. “They thirst for my blood,” Cilley remarked to one of his friends.


  There was no need for a fourth round. Graves’s third bullet struck Cilley in the stomach. “I am shot,” Cilley said and fell. He was dead within minutes. Only 35 years old, he left behind a grieving widow and three children.


  The reaction in the North was outrage. “Murder Most Foul!” declared the Maine Eastern Argus. “New England should never humiliate herself by being represented in any body which ruffians like Wise and Graves are permitted to disgrace,” the paper said. “The North, depend on it, will not submit to have her representatives shot down like dogs, by the trained assassins of any section of the country.”


  Many saw Wise as the affair’s true villain. The seconds in a duel were supposed to do everything in their power to resolve things without bloodshed, but critics charged that Wise, instead, did everything he could to force the issue. “A challenge was never given on a more shadowy pretext,” wrote Hawthorne; and “a duel was never pressed to a fatal close in the face of such open kindness as was expressed by Mr. Cilley: and the conclusion is inevitable, that Mr. Graves and his principal second, Mr. Wise, have gone further than their own dreadful code will warrant them, and overstepped the imaginary distinction, which, on their own principles, separates manslaughter from murder.” John Quincy Adams castigated Wise on the House floor, saying he had returned to the chamber “with his hands dripping with human gore, and a blotch of human blood upon his face.” Congress launched an investigation into the affair and recommended expelling Graves and censoring the seconds. In the end, though, nothing was done. Wise remained in Congress and went on to become governor of Virginia.


  Hawthorne remained mystified why his college friend had accepted Graves’s challenge in the first place. “Why, as he was true to the Northern character in all things else, did he swerve from his Northern principles in this final scene?” he asked. “But his error was a generous one, since he fought for what he deemed the honor of New England; and, now that death has paid the forfeit, the most rigid may forgive him.” In his biography of Cilley, Roger Ginn blames the tragic sequence of events on “a mistaken sense of honor, faulty thinking, and impulsive decision making on the part of the principals neither of whom had experience with dueling protocol.” Jonathan Cilley had paid the ultimate price for his inexperience.
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  John Ruggles, Cilley’s mentor turned archenemy, remained in the Senate. He even had the temerity to sue Cilley’s widow for money he said her dead husband owed him. As a senator, though, Ruggles had issues other than the Cilleys to handle. On February 27, 1839, Ruggles addressed the Senate to announce that war had broken out on Maine’s northern border. It appeared that the long-simmering issue between Great Britain and the United States over the border between Maine and Canada had led to bloodshed.


  It hadn’t—not quite.


  The border between the United States and Canada had not been properly defined by the Treaty of Paris that ended the Revolutionary War. The treaty’s ambiguous wording meant both Great Britain and the United States claimed land along the St. John River and its tributaries, including a stream called the Aroostook. The area was largely wilderness, with the only settlement of note a cluster of huts inhabited mostly by French Canadians who had fled Arcadia in Nova Scotia when the British took over. They called the place Madawaska.


  One of the Americans who settled in Madawaska was John Baker, who established a sawmill there. Living in the nearby settlement of Kent on the St. John was George Morehouse, who served as a magistrate for New Brunswick. The two men soon clashed. “Magistrate Morehouse seems to have spent considerable time in harassing the settlers on the Aroostook in devious ways,” noted historian John Francis Sprague. Morehouse believed that the region lay under his legal authority and occasionally instigated legal actions against the inhabitants—at one point he confiscated lumber he said Baker had illegally harvested on crown lands.


  When Morehouse heard that Baker was asking people to sign a paper stating they lived on American soil and were not bound by British law, he set out to investigate. He reached Madawaska on August 7, 1827, and was infuriated to see that Baker and others had erected a “liberty pole” that bore a homemade and apparently custom-designed American flag, a white field with an eagle and a semicircle of red stars. Morehouse ordered the pole taken down. Baker refused. In the predawn hours of September 25, Morehouse had Baker hauled off to jail in New Brunswick.


  “I am a citizen of the United States, and owe allegiance to that country,” Baker declared at his trial. He refused to recognize the court’s authority over him. The judge sentenced him to two months in jail and a fine of 25 pounds.


  After his release, Baker and another American settler, James Bacon, traveled by canoe to Augusta to set their case before Governor Enoch Powell. The governor issued a proclamation protesting the “unauthorized acts” by the British authorities, and the legislature resolved that the governor should “use all proper and constitutional means in his power, to protect and defend the citizens aforesaid in the enjoyment of their rights.”


  Something had to be done before the situation erupted into war, so the United States and England agreed to find a neutral arbitrator to define the border. They picked King William of the Netherlands. The king studied the treaties and the maps and announced his decision in January 1831. Both sides rejected it.


  The cold war began to heat up again in 1837. Congress, eager to maintain this toehold in the wilderness, sent Ebenezer Greely of Dover to Madawaska to conduct a population survey and distribute “surplus” money from the U.S. Treasury that President Andrew Jackson had designated to be returned to the states. The British governor in New Brunswick, Sir John Harvey, interpreted this as a bribe intended to buy the inhabitants’ loyalty to America. He had Greely arrested and thrown into prison in New Brunswick. “A flame of indignation” swept over the state. After Maine’s Governor Robert P. Dunlap called out the militia, Harvey wisely decided to release his prisoner.


  In preparation for hostilities, General John E. Wool traveled to Maine to investigate fortifications there. He visited the Moosehead Lake region and suggested building an outpost near the Moose River, then went to Houlton, which he considered “well calculated for the defense and protection of that region of country.” He also suggested stationing infantry and artillery at Calais and building an arsenal in Bangor and forts at the mouths of the Penobscot and Kennebec Rivers.


  Matters were about to come to a head. The tipping point was not the abstract issue of a border, but the more concrete matter of money—specifically money from logging. When officials in Augusta heard that Canadians were logging in territory claimed by Maine, they took action. The legislature ordered a force of 200 volunteers to head north and drive the interlopers out. The first troops departed Bangor on February 5, 1839, and easily captured the foreign lumbermen and brought them to Bangor.


  Retribution wasn’t long in coming. Rufus McIntire, the state’s land agent, Captain Stover Rines, Major Hastings Strickland (the sheriff of Penobscot County) and a company of men were fast asleep in the disputed territory on the night of February 12 when 40 armed men from New Brunswick surrounded their camp. They woke the Americans and told them they were under arrest. “By whose authority?” McIntire demanded. The commander of the armed party pointed his musket at the land agent. “This is my authority,” he said. The Americans were taken to Fredericton and imprisoned, but Major Strickland managed to slip away in the darkness and immediately set out for Augusta to warn the new governor, John Fairfield.


  The news from up north “roused to a high pitch the indignation of the people of Maine,” said historian John S. C. Abbott. The Bangor Whig was incensed and in an editorial said, “[W]e stand ready to shoulder our musket and take our chance in the front rank of the militia—and entertain not the slightest doubt but that the whole body of our citizens would rise as one man, to defend the territory purchased by the blood of our fathers.” The legislature appropriated $800,000 to respond and ordered more than 10,000 men from the state’s militia groups to prepare for action. In the words of historian Sprague, “Patriotic sons of the Pine Tree State left their homes and firesides in the most inclement season known to our rigorous climate and marched through the deep snows of a wilderness, two hundred miles, to defend our frontier from foreign invasion, when the federal government was needlessly procrastinating and turning a deaf ear to the cries of suffering and oppressed pioneers in the upper St. John valley.”


  The Augusta Light Infantry headed north to Bangor. Cavalry arrived from Waldo County. So did militia companies from Piscataquis County, Brewer, Bangor, Dexter, Lincoln, Castine, and Blue Hill. Hiram Burnham, who commanded a well-drilled company of militia in Cherryfield, marched his men to Calais and waited to be called into action. John Hodsdon, who would serve as Maine’s adjutant general during the Civil War, was only 16 and the major of a militia division when he and his men were dispatched to Fort Fairfield to protect the border.


  People even composed war songs. One of them, the “Maine Battle Song” promised,


  Britannia shall not rule the Maine,
Nor shall she rule the water;
They’ve sung that song full long enough,
Much longer than they oughter.


  War seemed inevitable, and it promised to be a very cold war indeed. “It was midwinter in Maine, and bitter cold,” wrote John Abbott in his history of Maine. “The regular uniforms afforded no sufficient protection for a winter campaign, through drifted snows and freezing gales, in a region where the mercury often sank twenty-five or thirty degrees below zero. Extra garments were speedily supplied, of thick red shirts and pea-green jackets. Within a week ten thousand American troops were either in Aroostook County, or on the march there.”


  Congress authorized the use of 50,000 troops to settle the border dispute, should that become necessary. First, though, President Martin Van Buren decided to dispatch a single soldier to Maine to deal with the issue. The soldier was General Winfield Scott, a hero of the War of 1812 (and a future hero of the Mexican War). Standing at a strapping six feet five inches, General Scott looked every bit the military man. Before heading into war with Britain, though, Scott hoped to defuse things with diplomacy. He reached Augusta on March 5, made his headquarters at the Augusta House, and established communications between Governor Harvey in New Brunswick and Governor Fairfield.


  It helped that Scott and Harvey had developed a personal friendship when they served on opposite sides during the War of 1812. On one occasion Scott’s forces just failed to capture Harvey, but did snag his personal baggage. Scott personally obtained Harvey’s uniform coat and a miniature of his wife and he returned them to the Englishman. The two men met as negotiators during the conflict and continued a correspondence after it. In fact, when Scott reached Augusta, he brought with him a letter from Harvey that he had yet to answer.


  The personal diplomacy paid off. Both governors agreed to stand down and release their prisoners. The Aroostook War ended before it even began, and without a single casualty. On April 12, the Bangor Whig was able to announce that the Maine soldiers were going home. “We were rejoiced to perceive so much interest and spirit manifested at their return. They marched with a firm and elastic step, to the tune of Home! Sweet! Home!”


  “Thus ended the famous ‘Aroostook War,’ and fortunately for the people of the State and the province it was a bloodless one,” wrote historian Abbott. “It has been derided and scoffed at and regarded as a huge international joke, and often has it been the subject for jest and laughter on the stump, and ever a fertile field for the grotesque wit of newspaper writers.


  “And yet it is an incident in international history, in the history of the nation, and of the State of Maine, that is of supreme importance and interest.”


  The border issue was finally resolved after Secretary of State Daniel Webster and British Ambassador Lord Ashburton negotiated a treaty that the Senate ratified on August 20, 1842. If the United States was going to fight another war with England, it wasn’t going to be over the Maine border.





  1840s Thoreau Goes Wild


  WHEN HENRY DAVID THOREAU MOVED INTO HIS LITTLE CABIN NEAR Walden Pond in Massachusetts on July 4, 1845, he was pleased to be living in the woods—but it was not the woods. Thoreau, not quite 28 years old, didn’t really face the powerful, primal forces of nature until he ventured into the Maine wilderness in 1846. “Nature was here something savage and awful, though beautiful,” he wrote after his Maine expedition. “I looked with awe at the ground I trod on, to see what the Powers had made there, the form and fashion and material of their work. This was that Earth of which we have heard, made out of Chaos and Old Night.” Thoreau’s Maine experiences made a profound impact on him and his writing.


  Thoreau was older than Maine, having been born on July 12, 1817, near Concord, Massachusetts. His family ran a boardinghouse there and his father manufactured pencils. After graduating from Harvard in 1837, Thoreau returned to Concord, where he took a job as a teacher. That lasted only a couple of weeks, until he quit over his distaste at having to whip misbehaving students and started helping his father make pencils. Later Thoreau and his older brother, John, started their own school—one that did not employ corporal punishment—but they closed it shortly before John’s death from tetanus.


  One of Thoreau’s Concord neighbors was Ralph Waldo Emerson, a writer and philosopher. Emerson was a founder of Transcendentalism, a school of thought that stressed the individual’s direct connection to nature and the world. Emerson’s emphasis on one’s own experiences resonated with Thoreau, and the older man became a mentor to him. For a time, Thoreau lived with the Emersons and he contributed material to the short-lived Transcendentalist journal the Dial.


  On Emerson’s recommendation, Thoreau began working as a handyman for a new arrival in Concord, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Jonathan Cilley’s friend from Bowdoin. Like many others, Hawthorne found Thoreau to be “a singular character—a young man with much of wild original nature still remaining in him; and so far as he is sophisticated, it is in a way and method of his own. He is ugly as sin, long-nosed, queer-mouthed, and with uncouth and somewhat rustic, although courteous, manners, corresponding very well with such an exterior.” He called Thoreau “a wild, irregular, Indian-like sort of fellow.” Thoreau probably would have appreciated the Indian reference. From a young age he had been fascinated by stories about the region’s Native Americans and he was an avid collector of arrowheads he found during his hikes around Concord.


  In May 1845, Thoreau enlisted some Concord friends to help him raise his tiny cottage near Walden Pond, only about two miles from town. Emerson had recently purchased the land, and he gave permission for Thoreau to build there.


  The life he wrote about in Walden; or, Life in the Woods (1854) was hardly a wilderness experience and Thoreau was no hermit. A public road passed nearby, and Thoreau often entertained visitors at his cabin. With Concord only a mile or two away, he also spent time at his parents’, at the Emersons’, or visiting other people in town.


  But Thoreau did march to a different drummer, and in July 1846 he spent a night in jail for not paying his poll tax. For Thoreau, it was a way to protest the Mexican-American War. One of his aunts paid the tax for him, much to his displeasure, and Thoreau emerged from jail a free man after his night’s stay. He used his experience as the basis for an essay that became known as “Civil Disobedience.”


  Thoreau had visited Maine for the first time in May 1838 when he was seeking a teaching job. He had taken a boat to Portland, a mail coach to Brunswick, and eventually made his way to Bangor, where he had a memorable encounter with a loquacious Native American in Old Town. The talkative man pointed up the Penobscot River and told Thoreau, “Two or three miles up the river one beautiful country.”


  Thoreau yearned to discover that beautiful country for himself, and he got the opportunity when he received an invitation from George Thatcher. Thatcher was a Bangor businessman who had married Thoreau’s cousin, and he invited Thoreau to accompany him on an expedition to examine his lumber interests in the Maine woods. Thoreau jumped at the chance, seeing Thatcher’s invitation as a great opportunity to climb Katahdin (or Ktaadn, as Thoreau spelled
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