


  PART ONE


  Economic Blows to the “Faraway Isle”


  A LARGE, ILLUSTRATED PANEL ON THE MEZZANINE OF THE NANTUCKET Whaling Museum states:



   The Decline of Nantucket’s Whaling Industry (1840–1869)


  Sand, fire, gold, petroleum and war combine to end island whaling



  
  The text on the exhibit panel reads, “Nantucket was the world’s leading whaling port until the 1830’s, when the island’s dominance was eclipsed by New Bedford, a deep harbor mainland port founded by the Rotch family of Nantucket in 1765. Nantucket’s whaling industry continued to be vibrant and successful until the early 1850’s, when a series of forces hastened the port’s decline.”


  In addition to newspaper and journal accounts of life on Nantucket during the whaling era, local historian William C. Macy is the best source for information about what happened from the Great Fire of 1846 to the construction of the jetties beginning in the 1880s. Macy, born in 1827, was an eyewitness to events in the 1840s. He moved to New Bedford in 1850 and married there in 1851. Census records from the 1850s and 1860s report Macy and his growing family as living in New Bedford and list his occupation as “trader.” At the end of the 1870s, with his son and daughter grown, Macy and his wife moved back to Nantucket. Macy took on the project of updating his grandfather Obed Macy’s History of Nantucket (1835), publishing in 1880 his “part third” of the History. Drawing on newspaper accounts, his own memory, and recollections of his island neighbors, Macy begins his section of the History of Nantucket with what was known as the Panic of 1837:



   Shortly after the History of Nantucket was published, occurred one of those financial revulsions, which, in addition to immediate disaster to many of our merchants, entailed upon the town and its people, a series of misfortunes, consequent upon this panic, and which continued their havoc through many years thereafter. There are many now living who recall with painful sensation the panic of 1837, the suspension of specie payment by the banks and the long tedious train of evils which followed.




  Macy continues his narrative by noting that in 1838, the high school opened, with Cyrus Pierce as principal. “In the same year, a large fire destroyed a rope walk, candle works, houses, oil sheds, oil, &c., on the south beach.”


  In the same chronological manner, Macy continued, noting that in 1841, “29 ships fitted for sea” and “a better feeling seemed to prevail in regard to whaling” than the island had experienced for many years. However, there was “great difficulty of being obliged to load the ships [for their outbound voyages] either at Edgartown or back of the bar” (i.e., on the other side of the sandbar across the mouth of Nantucket Harbor). The town was unable to fund construction of a breakwater or jetty and also unsuccessful in convincing the federal government to underwrite the construction. Macy describes the ingenious plan to cross the sandbar: “About this time Peter F. Ewer, Esq., conceived the idea that the difficulty of the bar might be overcome by use of what were in reality a species of dry docks, denominated camels, whereby vessels loaded and ready for sea could be taken over the bar, and could proceed directly to sea.” Despite setbacks in finding backers for this scheme—what Macy describes as “a season of annoyances in creating any interest”—by “herculean efforts,” the huge camels were built and successfully launched, “and in September, 1842, the Constitution, Capt. Obed R. Bunker, was carried over the bar, loaded, by these floating docks or camels.” Writing more than thirty years after observing the camels, Macy noted, “The only description I can give of these camels, which is from memory, will necessarily be crude as regards technical terms, but the idea of the manner of operating them may be obtained in this way.”



   They resembled two immense blocks of wood, each half as large as a ship, with no top rigging, each block with a concave side the shape of a ship. They were 135 feet long. 19 feet deep, and 29 feet bottom, 20 feet wide on deck, drawing 2 feet 10 inches, connected at the bottom by 15 chains, capable of bearing 800 tons. . . . These huge arrangements were easily filled with water and sunk to any required depth. The ship then sailed between the two and (I can think of no other expression) was clasped
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  1849. Drawing, Steamer Telegraph Towing a Whaler in the Camels. The floating docks invented by James Ewer were used to bring fully laden whaleships over the bar at the entrance to Nantucket Harbor. P20780. COURTESY NANTUCKET HISTORICAL ASSOCIATION (NHA)



   in the embrace of the camels whose concave sides just fitted the sides of the ship. Of course, these fifteen chains were under her bottom, and when she was securely in the embrace of the camels, they being drawn together and secured tightly, the pumping out of the 12,000 barrels of water each held, commenced.




  These floating dry docks really were a marvelous piece of engineering. Macy described the “use of a double acting force pump of 6-horse power” that pumped or “forced out” the seawater and in a “comparatively short time . . . the ship and camel rose together” so that “a ship could be taken over the bar fully loaded.” Unfortunately for the prosperity of Nantucket and its reputation as the world’s foremost whaling port, the camels were in infrequent use only until 1849, as Macy wrote in the History of Nantucket:



   These cumbrous arrangements were but little used, however, and were in time abandoned entirely and sold for comparatively nothing. The idea was a good one, but the circumstances were not favorable for a full and complete trial of the same principle but not so expensively illustrated.




  The sandbar or shoal across the mouth of Nantucket Harbor had been recognized by Nantucketers as a threat to the island’s connection to the outside world since the beginning of the nineteenth century. In 1803, the selectmen had first petitioned the Massachusetts legislature for relief, but it wasn’t until the 1880s that work on the jetties that hold the mouth of the harbor open finally began. By then, it was far too late to salvage Nantucket’s place as a port for deeply laden oceangoing vessels.


  The worst economic blow to the island occurred on July 13, 1846. A devastating fire destroyed the heart of the business district and the oil-soaked wharves. More than three hundred buildings—approximately one-third of the town—were burned, including a substantial percentage of Nantucket’s whaling infrastructure. The value of the property destroyed was estimated at more than $1 million at the time. Calculating for inflation, $1 million in 1846 would be $494 million in 2024. In the 1840s, Nantucket did not have ferry service to the mainland, nor had the telegraph reached Nantucket yet. There were packet boats that delivered goods, passengers, and mail, but that service was intermittent. With the wharves destroyed as well as the vessels warped alongside the docks, the island was initially cut off from aid.


  Two maps illustrate the effects of the Great Fire on Nantucket. The first is William Coffin’s Map of the Town of Nantucket, 1834, and the second is Map of the Burnt District in the Town of Nantucket Resulting from the Fire, which was included in the article “The Great Fire of 1846” by Edouard A. Stackpole.
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  1834. Map of Nantucket by William Coffin Jr. Created before the Great Fire of 1846, the map denotes the cisterns used by the hose pump fire engines with circles. COURTESY NHA


  Coffin’s map shows the extensive wharves that were completely destroyed, as well as the locations of cisterns used by the hose cart pumpers of the time. Stackpole, writing in the Proceedings of the Nantucket Historical Association, captions Map of the Burnt District, “This map originally appeared in the New Bedford Mercury. It was loaned to the Inquirer by Asa Wood, Esq., and reprinted in Editor Cobb’s issue of July 24, 1846.”
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  1846. Map of the Burnt District. Reproduced and captioned by Edouard Stackpole for an article about the Great Fire in the 1946 Proceedings of the Nantucket Historical Association. COURTESY NANTUCKET ATHENEUM


  William Macy noted that the town had suffered a costly fire in 1838 in his update to A History of Nantucket. After enumerating the number of ships fitted for sea in 1846 (fourteen), Macy wrote in his “part third,” “In July of the latter year [1846] occurred one of those sweeping disasters which are enough of themselves to paralyze the efforts of any community, but when coupled with the discouraging aspect which the principal business of the place, whaling, had already assumed, and the effects of the panic of ten years proceeding, with all that followed down almost to this date, [1880] surely was sufficient to make the stoutest heart quail and tremble.”


  As with the “camels,” Macy was an eyewitness to the Great Fire of July 13, 1846. As he put it, “Perhaps a few personal reminiscences of this most fearful night will more fully describe the scene, than to simply relate the facts and figures.” Macy wrote that “it was not far from 11 o’clock at night” when the writer, “standing on the street in conversation,” heard the cry of “fire, a dismal sound for that hot, dry July night.” Macy describes rushing to the scene at the foot of Main Street, noting, as remarked on by Stackpole in his Proceedings article, “A good smart stream of water at this juncture would have quenched the flames, which were in a few moments bursting from the roof.” But it was not to be.


  Macy’s dramatic account is worth reprinting in full.



   Once upon the dry roof, the adjoining buildings were an easy prey for the fiery fiend.


  One engine arrives. The flames mount higher! Washington Hall is on fire; and now the crackling sound of dry burning wood tells the people the awful story. Another engine arrives; one, two, three streams are sent into the flames, but on, on rushes the terrible blaze, relentlessly pursuing its course. And now the roar of the great conflagration is heard, and the hoarse cry of firewards, as they almost in vain give their orders. Then above the whole came the sound of falling buildings as gunpowder did its work; across the street swept the flames, and seized upon vast piles of this scattered wood, and with the rapidity of lightning the huge volume of flame enveloped at once whole buildings. It turns the corner, rushes north, rushes south in another direction. East in another! What earthly power can prevail against it?




  Macy wrote that he witnessed “what seems almost incredible,” but many others also saw that a piece of burning debris, whipped through the air from a burning building on the corner of Main and Federal Streets, caught fire on the roof of a house on North Water Street. The family, standing in their doorway watching the conflagration, was unaware that their house was burning down around them, “from which they barely escaped.” Macy related that “standing on the steps of the Pacific Bank and looking east and north on Centre Street, east side as far as the Ocean House [now the Jared Coffin House Hotel], every building was at one time on fire, save the old insurance office building [now the Pacific Club] on the lower square.”


  Macy continued his narrative: “Notwithstanding the various ways the people of the island were now called upon to suffer, and extend aid and sympathy, one loss seemed to appeal to all classes,” affecting the entire community. That was the destruction of the Atheneum, “an institution all took pride in” and that was felt to be owned in common. Yet Macy wrote on February 1, 1847, “By the aid, and generous aid too, of noble persons everywhere, together with funds obtained from insurance, the present building was opened for the delivery of books, and on the evening of March 29th, the first lecture was delivered in the building.”


  Edouard Stackpole in his Proceedings article reprints the selectmen’s appeal for assistance, the second paragraph of which begins, “We are in deep trouble. We cannot of ourselves relieve the whole distress, and we are compelled to call upon those who have not been visited like ourselves, for aid in this our hour of adversity. We do not ask you to make up our loss, to replace the property which the conflagration has destroyed, but to aid us, so far as you feel called upon by duty and humanity, in keeping direct physical suffering from among us, until we can look round and see what is to be done.”


  Stackpole noted that “among lessons learned from the fire was the hazard of having so many buildings packed into such a small area—especially among warehouses containing so many combustible materials—with stores of whale oil, blacksmith forges, ropewalks and other places where inflammable [sic] commodities were in constant use. Hence, with the rebuilding of the town center, came the widening of the principal streets in the ‘burnt district.’”


  Main Street was straightened so that the lower and upper “squares” were in line. Federal, Centre, Washington, and South Water Streets were all widened. Several narrow lanes, such as “Brown’s Lane,” a continuation of Hussey Street running from Centre to Federal, were closed. Stackpole sums up what he refers to as “Nantucket’s lowest ebb”: “It is true that the ‘Great Fire of 1846’ hastened the end of the whaling industry, and, combined with the migration of so many enterprising islanders to California at the time of the gold rush three years later and the Civil War, resulted in final abandonment of the main business which had supported the island for two centuries. . . . With the doldrums following the war until the first beginnings of Nantucket as a ‘summer resort,’ the town was at its lowest ebb economically. But the visible frame-work of the community—its old houses, its several institutions and its new business district—became living symbols of hope for a better day.” Stackpole notes that the Great Fire of 1846 “was indeed a calamity,” but it did have an effect on the consciousness of the people and on the physical welfare of the town “which far outweighed its material loss.” Through tremendous exertion and “by an all-seeing Providence,” the main portion of the town was saved, the business district was rebuilt “upon more dignified lines,” and the “spirit of the islanders was crystallized into a common courage and steadfast hope for the future.”


  Barely had the town rebuilt from the Great Fire when in 1848 gold was discovered in California. The Nantucket Weekly Mirror, reprinting President James Polk’s address to Congress in December 1848, was the first to carry the news. As in other communities all over the country, young Nantucket men formed companies to travel together to the West Coast: overland across the plains, to Panama by ship and then across the mountains to another ship, or all the way around the western hemisphere by Cape Horn. Nantucketers were enthusiastic about chartering whaleships to go to California. After all, the whaling grounds were even farther west, off the coast of Japan and in Micronesia.


  In addition to the hundreds of young men who sailed as passengers on Nantucket whaleships to California, many of the officers and crews of those ships abandoned them in San Francisco on arrival—another economic blow to Nantucket’s industry.


  An illustration of this situation is View of San Francisco Harbor, 1851, found at the Library of Congress. We can imagine that most (if not all) of the ships in the photograph are abandoned, left to rot at anchor. Macy, in his “part third” of the History of Nantucket, noted that the “owners [of whaleships] found it no easy matter to find suitable officers and men” to hunt whales. Macy relates that in 1849 nine ships fitted for San Francisco from Nantucket, three from Boston, and two from New York, all “owned or officered” by Nantucketers. Macy wrote of the Aurora, which sailed for San Francisco in January 1849, owned by “C.G. & H. Coffin and others” and captained by Seth Swain. The Aurora had a cargo of “building frames, lumber, naval stores, candles”—in short, everything needed for the incipient community being built on the shore of San Francisco Bay. “The crew were to receive one dollar per month and rations, with liberty to leave the ship on arrival” in California.


  Macy notes that around that time “it was apparent that new branches of business must be introduced, as the whaling interest was anything but encouraging, and ships were being sold as they arrived from sea.” Previously there were downturns in the whaling business, but this was not the case as the 1840s gave way to the 1850s, particularly as “substitutes were taking the place of [whale] oil.” Macy wrote of “Many . . . projects suggested for new branches of business, and with every issue of the papers appeared editorials, and communications from private sources suggesting cotton mills, straw works and many others.” A branch of a Foxboro-based straw works was set up in the late 1840s, paying island women “remunerative” wages to sew brooms. “With the introduction of the sewing machine came the competitor which robbed the island of this business, and the sewing of the braid, which had been performed by hand, was concentrated in the main works at Foxboro,” Macy wrote.
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  1851. View of San Francisco Harbor. Many of the ships in this photograph were crewed by Nantucketers or had carried island men to the gold fields in California. San Francisco Bay was filled with ships abandoned on arrival. LC-US-ZC4-7421. COURTESY LIBRARY OF CONGRESS (LOC)


  Macy noted that the decennial federal census of 1850 listed the population of Nantucket as 7,779, a decrease of about one thousand since 1840. Macy wrote that in 1857 there was another recession or “panic,” which “again swept through the land with its disastrous effects, not however with the severe blows to the island as that of 1837, as the business of the town had become curtailed to such an extent that comparatively few felt it.” Yet the panic, Macy observed, “did its work in depleting the town of some of its most active citizens.” In 1860, when the census was again taken, the results of a “continued exodus of the inhabitants” gave a total of 6,094, a decrease of 2,685 from 1840.


  By the 1850s, whales had been hunted commercially around the world for more than two hundred years. What we call today the “biomass” of whales was increasingly pressured, with some species (such as the right whale) on the verge of extinction. Alternatives to whale oil as a source of illumination and lubrication were found in fossil fuels, such as gas made from processing coal and kerosene distilled from petroleum. Nantucket’s “gasification” coal-gas plant was constructed in 1854. The first wells and commercial refinement of petroleum occurred in 1859 in Titusville, Pennsylvania. Nantucketers who had made their fortunes in the production of spermaceti candles now lit their houses and businesses with gas.


  The final economic blow to Nantucket’s principal industry was the Civil War. During the war, President Lincoln issued several calls for enlistments to the various northern governors. The Enrollment or Military Draft Act of 1863 required the enumeration of every male citizen (and immigrant who had filed for citizenship) between the ages of twenty and forty-five. Quotas were assigned to each state, broken down by congressional district. Deficiencies in volunteering were made up by conscription. Nantucket’s quota was a hundred men, which provides an idea of the population of available men in that age group. Nantucket men had responded enthusiastically from the beginning of the war, particularly to the recruiting call of Nantucket-born George Nelson Macy of the Twentieth Massachusetts Infantry Volunteers, a regiment formed in 1861. Macy, a cousin of historian William C. Macy, rose from first lieutenant to colonel commanding the Twentieth Massachusetts. By war’s end, more than 330 Nantucket men had enlisted in the army or navy. More than seventy died in service. Those men, understandably, were not available to crew oceangoing whaleships. Additionally, Yankee whalers at sea were prey to Confederate warships such as the CSS Alabama, which captured (and usually burned) some sixty-five US-flagged ships during her raiding career.


  To illustrate the decline of whaling during the war, the US Navy came up with a scheme to use mothballed whaleships at the harbor entrances of Charleston, South Carolina, and Savannah, Georgia. Known as the “Stone Fleet,” these ships were filled with stone and scuttled in order to—in theory—prevent Confederate blockade runners from entering those harbors. The enormous forces of tide and shifting sand rendered the plan ineffective. Herman Melville, who had served on a Nantucket whaler, coined this bit of doggerel: “A failure and complete, was your ‘Old Stone Fleet.’”


  Historian William Macy relates that by 1861, “the population was rapidly decreasing, buildings were being taken down and removed to other places, and a feeling that the island was to become simply a fishing village, pervaded a large portion of the community.” Macy continues with the gloomy account: “During the war there was little impetus given to the local business of the town by the circulation of money, in hands heretofore (in many cases) empty, but it was painfully apparent that something must be done, and that right early, for the future support of even the small population which the census of 1865 revealed, had now decreased to 4,830.”


  As early as January 1855, Nantucketers determined that the island must transform itself. “There was a citizens meeting . . . to make vigorous efforts to bring Nantucket to the notice of those who visit watering places during the summer,” Macy wrote. Islanders began to “use every effort in their power to bring about the result of placing the island in a proper light before the country, as a desirable place for a summer resort.”


  But before Nantucket was recognized as a vacation destination, the island economy was at low tide. Nantucket was an economically depressed place. Macy, in keeping with his chronological record of the island, notes that shipbuilding was abandoned on the island for the year 1870. Nantucket had “not a ship, bark, brig or any vessel of any kind” being built, “a sharp contrast compared to the vast amount of business done in the past.”



   In place of the busy click of the caulker’s hammer, as it sent its echo from one wharf to another, naught could be heard but the lick of the wave, as it washed, and washed again, the ruins of piers which once groaned beneath the weight of millions in wealth.




  Everett Crosby, in his book The Making of Nantucket, remarks on Nantucket’s depression, quoting visitors to the island in the 1860s and 1870s. What was important to Crosby, however, was that although writers “naturally took note of the rundown aspect of the place, what was of greater significance for the future was their appreciation of its extraordinary past and its historic remains, upon which they often remarked.”


  For instance, Crosby quotes D. H. Strother, writing in the November 1860 issue of Harper’s Monthly:



   On entering the harbor of Nantucket one is impressed on every hand by the signs of decadence. A few battered and dismantled hulks of whale ships sleep alongside the lethargic old wharves; quiet, listless-seeming people saunter about with an aimless air very uncommon in New England; grass-grown streets and dingy warehouses all combine to complete the picture of departed glory. No, not of departed glory, I mean simply of decadent commercial prosperity; for the fame of Nantucket is historic and the glory of having given birth to the boldest and most enterprising mariners that ever furrowed the seas is hers, imperishable and forever.




  Henry Baird, writing in August 1873 for Scribner’s Monthly, followed this theme:



   The solitary brig “Amy” lay rotting at the wharf, waiting for some purchaser to take her away and turn her to some more profitable use. But if Nantucket has few attractions to offer such as arise from present prosperity, there is scarcely a seaboard town in America so quaint and so interesting on account of the reminiscences of the past which one constantly meets in every ramble.




  More poignantly, Crosby quotes nineteenth-century travel writer Samuel Edward Drake, who gives his impression of Nantucket as a ghost town:



   But what, in a place of its size, is most remarkable is the almost total absence of movement. It impressed me, the time I was there, as uninhabited. There were no troops of joyous children by day, nor throngs of promenaders by night; all was listless and still. Here indeed was the town, but where were the people? I was not at all surprised when accosted by one who, like me, wandered and wondered, with one question, “Does anybody live in Nantucket?”




  The Civil War was the final nail in the coffin of Nantucket’s nineteenth-century prosperity, as evidenced by the difficulties connected with constructing the Soldiers and Sailors Monument. As noted earlier, islanders threw themselves into saving the Union, with the number of volunteers far exceeding the government’s call for enlistments. But it took more than ten years after the war ended to gather the economic resources and the political will to build a suitable memorial for the men who died in the service of their country. The following appeared in February 1873 in the Inquirer & Mirror:



   NOTICE


  A Meeting of the subscribers to the Soldiers Monument Fund, will be held at the west room of the Atheneum on Wednesday, Feb. 26th, 1873 at 7 o’clock, P.M.




  On March 8, 1873, the following editorial appeared in the Inquirer & Mirror. Titled “MONUMENT-AL,” it is worth quoting extensively. The editor wonders, some eight years after the war ended, where the monument project stands.



   A meeting has been called, as will be seen by reference to our advertising columns, of all persons interested in the erection of a monument, or a memorial building, or something of a permanent character, in honor of the many young men, soldiers and seamen, who laid down their lives to preserve the country. Is this to be a well-attended, spirited meeting? or such as will leave the subscribers to the Monument Fund to withdraw their deposit, and to give up the noble undertaking, quite discouraged? Is the movement to result in anything? or is it to be merely spasmodic—a ripple in the nature of a “revival,” to be followed by general backsliding?




  In a rather plaintive passage, the editor urged Nantucketers not to put off constructing the monument, lest those lost during the war be forgotten.



   We have before expressed the opinion that something will really be done, sooner or later; if not by us, by our posterity. In the words quoted by our correspondent, in a recent issue: “tardy triumph comes at last.” But why put off this act of justice, for our children or grandchildren to perform? There are strong reasons, it seems to us, why it should be done by the present generation, who are all contemporaries, many of us former comrades of the fallen martyrs. We shared, some of us, their toils, privations, and deadly perils: all of us, their feelings of love for the country, of anxiety for the fate, not only of republican America, but of free institutions everywhere. For the American Rebellion was, in very truth, more than a mere local war; it was the great ordeal of freedom herself. Let us not forget it—we fear too many do—now that we have carried both the country and the great principle through, at such fearful cost of treasure and of life-blood; the latter, too, of the very flower of our young manhood!




  The editor rejects the economic argument that, with so many islanders in poverty, the town could not afford the expense of construction.



   There is an ad captandum [literally “for capturing” the gullibility of the naive] argument often made use of by the opponents of everything of this nature, and echoed by the lukewarm, which sounds quite plausible, and carries much more weight than, upon reflection, will be found rightfully to belong to it. It is this: that we should not expend money in honors to the dead, while so many of the living are struggling with gaunt poverty, and some of them even in want of the necessaries of life. Admitting that it is well that monuments should be built at all, this, when we look it squarely in the face, is no good reason for delaying the work. We shall not do the less for the living, because we pay our just debt of gratitude to the dead; nor will those who decline their duty in the one respect be foremost to do it in the other. There will always be poverty and want appealing to our benevolent sympathies, whether we build monuments or not; and to wait until all mankind are placed in comfortable circumstances is to doom the whole subject to indefinite postponement.




  The argument that obstacles such as poverty preclude the construction of the monument, when extended, would halt all public works.



   And the same argument, if good for anything here, would apply in every instance of public appropriation, state or municipal, for improvements of any kind. We should raise no money for anything but strictly “charitable” purposes, if this argument were carried out to its logical deduction. We should have no works of taste or ornament, no encouragement, by public aid, of anything in art or literature; no parks, no public libraries, simply because a portion of the people are—as a portion always will be—pinched by poverty. We venture to say that no poor family will be made any poorer by the erection of the Soldiers’ memorial shaft or building. Let no one feel that he is wronging the living when he casts his mite to help build the monument.




  Let all contribute whatever they could, urged the editor, recalling biblical teaching in the Gospels of Luke and Mark.



   Nor should any one feel diffident because his mite is a small one. There will be those who will feel diffidence about going to the meeting, or tendering any aid, because unable to lay down large sums of money. But let him who hath little contribute that little; if he cannot honestly or prudently give ten dollars, let him give one. The widow’s mite was not rejected or despised in the days of old. We do not disdain to collect even penny subscriptions for the missionary cause, or for any other good and worthy object. So much the better will it be if the monument fund shall be made up by an offering from every man, woman and child.




  The editor ends by reiterating his call to action so that the memories of the men who never returned are not forgotten.



   Let the interest in this subject be freshly aroused, that something may actually be done at the coming meeting. Let the memory of our fallen townsmen be embalmed in granite or some imperishable material. The ephemeral incense of flowers may and should be still offered on Decoration Day; but the permanent memorial should rise in some public, conspicuous spot, as a constant reminder to us and to our children of the courage and self-devotion of our young men in the dark hour of trial.




  At the bottom of the page below the editorial is this notice: “Some very neatly executed photographs of designs for Soldiers’ Monuments may be seen at the store of George W. Macy.”


  A week later, on March 15, 1873, the Inquirer & Mirror ran an editorial titled “The Blow Has Been Struck,” which was signed by “A. E. J.,” most likely Dr. A. E. Jenks. Running several paragraphs and including seven lines of a poem composed for the occasion, the editorial began by imagining that the author “glanced out my window just now. What did I see? In the moonbeams’ light, I fancied I saw the forms of a soldier and sailor—images of Nantucket patriots—clad in uniform, and rising proudly above the marble pedestal whereon I could read in glowing letters, the history of Nantucket’s war-record, and spell out the names of our island’s veterans.” A. E. J. continued by thanking “Messrs. Editors” for their “very able editorial in last week’s Inquirer & Mirror titled ‘MONUMENT-AL’” and quoting liberally from it, noting, “Your words bear repeating.” The author called the reader’s attention to the “splendid design in photograph” of Civil War monuments at the store of George W. Macy, “whose public spirit in behalf of a fitting testimonial to the services of our gallant townsmen is worthy of mention.” Under the subhead “The Right Spirit,” A. E. J. reported overhearing a lady say, while looking at the “very appropriate design in photograph to be seen at the Express Office,” that she would like to see “such a beautiful monument as that on Nantucket” and that she would “give the whole proceeds of one day’s work on the sewing-machine, as my contribution.” That spirit, according to the author, “would lay the foundation and complete the grand work!” The editorial continued in verse:



   Lift it, oh, lift on high,


   Th’enduring marble. Tell,


   To all posterity,


   How our brave soldiers fell!


  Lay now the corner-stone,


  For these, our Island’s own;


  Build them a monument!




  “The blow has been struck!” wrote A. E. J., imagining the sound of the block being quarried, the “sounds of hammer and trowel” bringing the work to completion. The writer then gives his vision of how “Decoration Day” (later Memorial Day) proceeded on Nantucket in the 1870s: “There rises before me a picture of a gala-day—troops of glad children in white, with wreaths and flowers in their hands; I hear martial music; flags are waving in the summer air; a ceremony of public dedication on our Main street; an oration from Col. Con-well, perhaps, in the midst of imposing floral displays!” The question—posed to the readers of the Inquirer & Mirror and more broadly to the citizens of Nantucket—was: If not now, when? “Tell me, when shall the memory of our army and naval heroes be thus vindicated, and the thrilling news be sent abroad, that Nantucket has unveiled her Soldiers’ Monument; that the exercises were every way creditable to the ancient town, and all the people united in gratitude for the signal achievement—when?”


  The same March 15, 1873, issue of the Inquirer & Mirror reported that the monument meeting was held in the west room of the Atheneum “on Wednesday evening, last.” The “contributors to the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument fund, with others interested in the subject,” met to elect new leadership: “H.G.O. Dunham was chosen Chairman of the meeting, and William H. Macy, Secretary.” The remaining members of the original Monument Committee resigned, and a new committee was formed “for raising funds and erecting a monument.” The committee agreed to meet on the following Wednesday at the same place and time. “The assembly was not large in point of numbers, but a very good spirit was shown by those present, and generally a strong faith in the ultimate success of the undertaking,” wrote the editor.


  Also in the March 15, 1873, edition of the Inquirer & Mirror appeared the following article:



   THE LAST WHALER—Through a letter received in town by A.M. Myrick, from Callao, [Peru] we learn that the bark R.L. Barstow of this port has been sold, and that Capt. Jernegan and Mr. Luce, his mate, may be soon expected home. This winds up the list of Nantucket whalers, the R.L. Barstow to be the last vessel in the business to bear the name “Nantucket” on her stern. We who can look back to the time when we sent nearly a hundred large ships into the Pacific Ocean—only thirty years ago—can hardly believe it possible that we have lived to see the last of the business, and feel inclined to moralize a little upon the occasion; but cui bono? If our “occupation’s gone,” we must even find another, and look ahead, as well as backward.




  On April 5, 1873, the Inquirer & Mirror reported on the Soldiers and Sailors Monument. Many “liberal responses” resulted from the Monument Committee’s appeal, with contributions arriving on a daily basis. “Every one [sic] should have a little stock, at least, in the memorial; and should come forward at once and assist in the good work, that the required sum may be raised in time to erect it this summer,” wrote the editor. No amount contributed was insignificant, “when considered as a token of good will and desire to assist in honoring the victims of the war.”


  The June 7, 1873, edition of the newspaper reported on “Decoration Day” exercises held “the Friday of last week,” a beautiful day, with nature appearing to “smile upon the occasion.” At 1:00 p.m., the veterans of Grand Army of the Republic Post No. 2 proceeded to the Unitarian Church, “which was already well filled with people, for all had made a holiday for the time and had come forth to join in the ceremonies, or to lend their presence.” Patriotic airs were played on the church organ, which was followed by singing, “in which the choir joined,” and by scriptural readings by the Rev. Mr. Temple, with an additional prayer offered by the Rev. Mr. Bosworth. The “orator of the day,” Dr. S. H. Meade, “delivered the principle Address.” The editor of the Inquirer & Mirror regretted that “we are unable to reproduce the oration of Dr. Meade as he had not arranged his notes in form for publication.” The paper then printed “The following original poem . . . read by Dr. A.E. Jenks” titled “Soldiers of the Grand Army of the Republic,” which went on for some 120 lines. The paper commented on the “decoration in and around the pulpit,” which was “light and becoming.” A portrait of Washington was hung “just below the ceiling, from which the loyal bunting drooped in graceful folds.” The credit for the “attractive arrangement of beautiful flowers, wreaths, bouquets, and sprays of green” goes to the young ladies of the town, “whose labor of love our veterans will never forget.”


  “At the close of the [Unitarian Church] services,” the paper noted, “the procession took up the line of march for various burying grounds, decorating all the graves of the deceased soldiers and sailors, as usual.” The final ceremony was held at the Unitarian Ground, “where an address was delivered by Rev. B.K. Bosworth,” which the Inquirer & Mirror published in full. At 2½ inches wide and 15 inches long, Reverend Bosworth’s printed address probably took at least another twenty minutes or so to deliver. So concluded Memorial Day 1873.


  The same June 7 edition of the Inquirer & Mirror published the notice from the board of selectmen directing the constables of the town to “notify and warn the Inhabitants of the Town of Nantucket” to meet at the Town Hall on Monday June 16 to choose a moderator to preside at the meeting and “to see what action the Town will take in relation to appropriating money in aid of the fund for the erection of a Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument in said Town of Nantucket.” The same notice appeared in the June 14 edition of the paper.


  The July 26, 1873, edition of the Inquirer & Mirror, under the headline “The Soldiers’ Monument,” reported on the monument fund’s meetings and its progress. The committee “appointed at a previous meeting” reported that the fund “was already increased to about $2600” and recommended that the building committee be requested to “go on and get plans, &c., for the Monument.” After listing the names of the various committee members and the posts to which they were elected, the editor wrote, “There can be no doubt now that the work will be done in the best possible style consistent with our means; and we may congratulate each other that the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument is an assured fact.” Regarding the placement of the monument, however, the editor noted, “The location of it we are not yet able to announce.”


  As 1873 gave way to 1874, the construction of the monument remained a topic of interest for Nantucket residents and was reported on (and editorialized about) in the newspaper. The editor of the Inquirer & Mirror published a letter from W. H. Osborne of East Bridgewater, Massachusetts, on March 21, 1874, thanking islanders who had attended his lecture at the Atheneum on March 2. Mr. Osborne particularly remarked on “the patriotism of your people during the late war,” as one of the “most striking proofs of their intelligence.” Osborne found it “well worthy to be recorded in the history of our country” that three hundred Nantucket men had enlisted in the army and navy and that “the crowning act of this patriotism, that of erecting a monument to their memory, is about to be consummated.”


  The May 2, 1874, Inquirer & Mirror published a list of the Nantucket men who had died during the Civil War, with a request for readers of the newspaper to carefully check it. Under the headline “The Monument,” the editor wrote, “Justice to the dead is not speedy in its operation; but it is none the less sure, sooner or later, to be done.” Just as the contributions of the “martyrs of the Rebellion” is part of American history, “so also will be the acknowledgement of the debt due to them by their compatriots.” The editor repeated what he had remarked in a previous article: “‘Presentations to the living must be got up by steam; but in awarding posthumous honors, there must be no unseemly haste.” Although it seems doubtful that haste was of more concern to Nantucketers than determining how to pay for the monument and where to put it, the editor continued, “Posterity must have ample time to think the matter over.” The editor stated that “we have always believed in the erection of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument here; and have, from time to time, expressed our faith that, at some time or other, the work would be completed; if not in our own day, then by our children or grandchildren.” The prospect now appeared likely that “we ourselves may live to see it finished; for the Committee assure us that they already have the shaft in the workmen’s hands, and that next August” will see it raised in “some conspicuous position in the town.”


  Furthering the mission to erect the monument, the Inquirer & Mirror published “the names of those who lost their lives in the service of the Union during the war, including the victims of sickness as well as of the sword or bullet.” The paper noted that the list was carefully complied by Reverend S. D. Hosmer, who “took great pains in collecting information from various sources, and it is believed that he has made this list very nearly complete and accurate.” The editor urged the paper’s readers, “If there are any names to be added, or any corrections to be made . . . report them at once, either to us, or to the Monument Committee, that the list of names may be perfected before the chisel is set at work” to cut them into “the enduring granite.” The editor explained how the names were to appear on the stone: “It is proposed to cut the simple names of the soldiers and sailors, arranging them as nearly as possible in the order of the dates of their respective deaths; but without any titles of rank or position; or any statement of the circumstances, as such will at once be recognized as impracticable.” The paper urged “all friends of the lost heroes” to “do their duty” by checking the list of names under the respective years to ensure that no name was “omitted or mis-stated [sic]” before the list was put into the hands of the workmen.


  August 1874 saw the introduction of a second newspaper on Nantucket: the Island Review. The second edition of the paper was published August 26, 1874. The first page of the paper trumpeted the news that President Ulysses Grant was coming to visit. Among the headlines—which included “President Grant Coming to Nantucket, Sure Pop!! Arrangements All Perfected!! Crowds Coming on the River Queen!”—was this assessment of Nantucket: “Nantucket will have a President find by personal examination she is something more than a fly-speck on a map!” Below the discussion of the president’s itinerary, as perfected by the president of the Old Colony Rail Road, was an article headlined “Soldiers’ Monument Meeting.” “A town meeting was held in Atlantic Hall this morning” (August 26), the article read, “to see what action the town will take relative to allowing the committee who have charge of procuring a monument for the memory of our honored dead, to be executed on some public street.” A quorum was observed, the town clerk called the meeting to order, and Captain Joseph Mitchell was elected moderator. The warrant did not need to be read again, “the only article in it being the one that related to the monument,” which was then discussed. A motion was made, seconded, and voted that “the County Commissioners be empowered to select the site for the monument. . . . It being understood that it would be located at the junction of Main, Milk and Gardner streets. The motion prevailed, and the business being over, the town meeting adjourned.”


  [image: chpt_fig_005]


  1874. Soldiers and Sailors Monument, erected 1874, dedicated 1875. Despite more than three hundred enlisted island men in the army and navy during the Civil War and more than seventy who died in service, Nantucket was so impoverished that it took nine years after the war to raise the funds to build the monument. COURTESY NHA


  The Inquirer & Mirror August 29, 1874, edition reported on the town meeting on August 26 but added, “The monument, in several pieces, arrived here on Wednesday, in the schooner W.O. Nettleton, from Boston.” The foundation would be laid and the monument erected “as soon as the site is determined.” As the Island Review had reported, the editor of the Inquirer & Mirror wrote, “From what we can learn thus far, it will probably occupy a place near where the old Town House stood, at the junction of Main, Milk and Gardner streets.”


  In a few short days, however, plans for the location of the monument appear to have completely changed. The selectmen issued a town meeting notice on September 3, 1874, calling for a meeting on September 12, with five articles included. After electing a moderator (article 1), article 2 called for the sale of the South Grammar School, located on Washington Street near the harbor. Article 3 reads, “To see if the Town will appropriate a sum of money sufficient for the setting of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument, and placing a suitable fence around it.” The Fourth Article on the warrant asked whether the “Town will appropriate the land now occupied by the South Grammar School House for the location of the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument.”


  The Island Review was the first newspaper to opine on this change of plans.



   There seems to be a great deal of trouble in finding a suitable place to erect our new monument on. The town is warned to meet next Saturday to see if we will sell a school house in order to make room for the mortuary tablet of our dead brothers. That seems to be the greatest piece of gross waste of the town property that we can make, for if we dispose of that building to-day, we shall be called upon to-morrow to find a suitable room to educate the smaller children in, which will be turned out of doors if the house is removed.


  But a short time ago it appeared as if we were to see it placed at the head of Main street. Now we are all adrift in regard to it.


  If the town is going to any expense over it, why isn’t a good plan to take the vacant lot of land at the corner of Centre and Broad street, move the sidewalk in with a circular sweep, from the house of David Mitchell, Esq., to that of Mr. Holway, and then we have a little park in the central part of the town, with entirely sufficient room to erect a monument of the modest dimension ours is.


  If that is not feasible, why not the centre of Main, at the head, or even on the soldiers’ burial place, at the Unitarian Cemetery; but whatever we do, or wherever we ultimately select for the final spot to plant the shaft, do not let us, in the moment of enthusiasm, do what we shall afterward surely regret: waste a school house.




  The Inquirer & Mirror weighed in on September 12, the day of the town meeting. In an article titled “The Monument—Where?” the editor noted that the “momentous question” now that the monument was sculpted was where to put it. There were “some good points” in favor of replacing “that prodigious elephant”—the South Grammar School—a “plan much advocated by some of our citizens.” The proposed location “has a fine sea-view from the verge of the bank, and thus the monument will be a conspicuous object on entering the harbor.” The editor noted that the school was a “large building that was expensive to maintain,” unnecessary for school purposes, largely empty “(with the exception of one room on the lower floor, still occupied by little children of primary grade),” and a fire trap. However, the editor conceded that if the school was sold and torn down, “other school accommodations must at once be provided,” as “the rising generation must have full facilities for education, whatever site may be selected for erecting memorial shafts to the patriot dead.” Regardless, “there are two sides to every shield, and it makes as much difference to us now as it did to the knights of old, from which direction we approach it.” If the town chose to retain the South School, then “it seems probable that the most practicable location for the monument will be that which has already been mentioned; the spot where the old town-house and liberty-pole stood,” at the junction of Main, Milk, and Gardner Streets. “In default of a better place, this would answer well enough; and of one thing the Monument Committee may be fully assured that no place can possibly be fixed upon that will please everybody.”


  The September 12, 1874, edition of the Island Review announced the result of the town meeting. The article in the warrant “relative to selling the South Grammar school house was read and acted on, the town refusing to sell the building by a decided majority.” Regarding the placement of the monument, “the sense of the meeting, Quaker like, was then taken,” and the county commissioners were instructed that the “head of Main, at the junction of Milk and Gardner Streets, where the old Liberty pole used to stand, was an eminently suitable place for the shaft to be located, for it was so voted.”


  Both newspapers reported in September 1874 that the monument was under construction. Both newspapers also wondered about a suitable ceremony to dedicate it. The editor of the Island Review wrote in the September 16 edition, “The hole is being dug for the foundation of the monument at the head of Main Street; but when the corner stone will be laid or ceremonies will take place we fail to learn.” The paper blamed the silence about a dedication ceremony on the Monument Committee, who “seem to be afraid to tell what is going on, for they are private enough about it, and all of us are interested.” The Inquirer & Mirror offered more detail about the construction, noting that “the excavation is filled with stone to the depth of about five feet” and that the dry weather was “very favorable for the hardening” of the concrete. The editor of the “Inky” lamented the fact that Nantucket, once a port that built oceangoing ships, now lacked the “proper machinery and ‘purchases’ [blocks and tackle] for handling heavy stones.” Like the competing newspaper, the editor wrote, “We are unable to state as yet, the time of dedication, but doubtless, a programme will be arranged, and appropriate ceremonies carried out, as we understand there is quite a general desire to this end, particularly among the surviving soldiers—the comrades of those whose names are inscribed on the Monument.”


  By October 1874, the construction of the monument was near completion. The Inquirer & Mirror, in another article titled “Monumental,” which appeared in the October 10 edition, again lamented the lack of the equipment to place the heavy stones: “But the progress made is slow, for the reason that we have no tools to work with, and everything must be imported.” The “tools” the editor referred to were the structures that had been used to step masts and raise the yards of sailing vessels: “Had this job been put upon us during the palmy days of our prosperity, we should have finished it ere this; but as our occupation is gone, we have neither derrick nor shears, and must perforce, wait for them to arrive.” The editor also hoped that there would soon be “some sort of dedicatory exercises,” as surviving veterans of the Civil War were dying off, noting:



   It is a matter of congratulations that the claims of those of our young men who fell in the great conflict, are about to be thus recognized, tardy justice though it be. As we write this, the earthly remains of another soldier are being borne to their final resting-place. The victim of a lingering illness of several years standing, he is no less a martyr to the cause of national regeneration than were those who died while wearing the uniform, and those whose names are records on the granite shaft.




  Farther down on the page of the same edition of the “Inky” is the following notice:



   A FAITHFUL SOLDIER GONE—The flag on the Pacific Room was at half-mast on Tuesday, the occasion being the funeral of Mr. Charles F. Barnard, 2d, who died on Saturday, 3d inst., after a long and distressing illness. Mr. Barnard was one of those who early responded to the country’s call in 1861, and did honorable service in the 20th Mass. regiment, and afterwards in the Veteran Reserve Corps.




  The October 17, 1874, edition of the Island Review rather snarkily observed, “Nantucket is the banner town for erecting and uncovering a monument to the memory of her dead soldiers without a single word or deed commemorative of the act, beyond a flag hoisted on the Pacific Club’s building.” On October 24, the Inquirer & Mirror noted that the monument was a “public ornament” and pleasing to “all who have seen it.” Nantucketers could take pride “in this mark of respect to the patriot valor and sacrifice of our townsmen, whose deathless memory will live on” as names in polished granite. The editor hoped “that some stirring dedication may, in due time, add new interest to the work.”


  There the matter rested, with the monument completed and undedicated as 1874 gave way to 1875. The May 8, 1875, edition of the Inquirer & Mirror ran a “Report on the Monument” that is worth quoting at length:



   The call for a meeting of the contributors to the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Monument fund as advertised in our columns, hardly brought a corporal’s guard together. Some half dozen gentlemen assembled in the west room of the Atheneum on Wednesday evening, and the meeting was organized by the choice of Joseph S. Barney as Chairman, and Andrew Whitney, Secretary


  

  



  

  


   

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  


   



  


   



  


   



  

  

  

  

  


   



  


   

  

  



  


   

  

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  

  


   

   

  

  

  

  

  



  

  

  

  [image: chpt_fig_006]


  


   



  

  

  

  

  

  


   



  

  

  [image: chpt_fig_007]


  

  


   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



  


   

  

  



  

  [image: chpt_fig_008]


  

  [image: chpt_fig_009]


  

  

  




  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  I WISH TO THANK DEBORAH BEALE, ANN OLIVER, AND BARBARA SPITLER FOR welcoming me into their home and sharing family records and stories about their father, Walter Beineke Jr. There wouldn’t be a book without their encouragement and support. I thank Mary Malavese for her insight and fund of stories about “Mr. B.” I am grateful to Kit Noble for his beautiful images of the modern harbor. I thank Nancy Newhouse for welcoming me into her home and for the marvelous interview she did with Walter Beinecke in 1999. I am grateful for the Nantucket Historical Association’s Gosnell Executive Director Niles Parker’s enthusiasm about this project. I appreciate the helpfulness and subject matter expertise of the archivists at the Nantucket Historical Association’s Research Library: Jamie Gretz, Mathew Kuhnert, and Tom Perich. I would like to recognize the technical expertise of NHA archivist Ashley Miller, who answered every request for images promptly and with good cheer. I have Ms. Miller to thank for most of the images in this book. At the Nantucket Atheneum, I was like the proverbial “bad penny” that kept turning up. I am grateful to Jim Borzilleri, James Grieder, and Lincoln Thurber for their helpful suggestions and encyclopedic knowledge of island history. I am an admirer of historian Robert Caro, who famously said about his meticulous research, “Turn every page.” I am sure that at times publisher Jed Lyons and editor Brittany Stoner at Globe Pequot wished that I had not made “the perfect the enemy of the good.” Thank you to Mr. Lyons and Ms. Stoner for your patience and professionalism and for never giving up on me. I am grateful to the production team at Globe Pequot under the able leadership of Patricia Stevenson—thank you for making this a much better book. I thank my family for their understanding, for all the times I went to the Atheneum or the NHA’s Research Library or tapped keys instead of joining them at the brewery or the beach or for a drink at the Anglers’ Club. This was a labor of love. The next one’s on me.


  For any infelicities, errors of fact or of memory, I alone am responsible.


OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_008.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
How Preservation, Conservation,
and Redevelopment Transformed
the “Gray Lady”

JOHN D. WARNER JR.-
Foreword by Maxwell King






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
W) Guarg By it

e seci plinr o e






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
BROAD ST.

CRown COURT

eSS

B )

SERTY Sv

%
e

MAP OF THE BURNT DISTRICT IN THE TOWN OF NANTUCKET RESULTING FROM THE FIRE.
"This map orginally sppeared in the New Bedford Mercury, It was loaned to The Inquirer by Asa Wood,

Esq. and reprinted in Editor Cobb's issue of July 24, 1846, It will be noticed several 1848 lanes are now gone.

o numbers: (1) Geary's hat store on Main street; (2) Trinity Church, Broad street; () Athencum;
‘Washington Hall; (5) Citizens’ Bank, papers saved; (6) Manufacturers’ and Mechanics' Bank; (7) the

ron Mitehell brick house and property, containing the largest hot houses

troyed. This marked the northern Hmit of the fire; (8) George Myrick house, Union street

Patvicio house; (9) Custom House, Commercial In: T of brick, interlor gutted. Now the Pacific Club
(10) ‘Pacific Bank, ¢scaped serious injury; (11) Methodist Church,

4, checked the northwestern extent of the fire; (13) Unitarian

aved:, (12) Jared Coffin's brick house,
,“taved; (14) North Church, saved;
4 House, destroyed; (16) Sea street.
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