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			To all my granddaughters, Aria, Ella, and Harper.
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			“Dashed all to pieces! O, the cry did knock

			Against my very heart! Poor souls, they perished!”

			—William Shakespeare, The Tempest

		


		
			Introduction

			In his poem “Out, Out—” Robert Frost writes, “No more to build on there. / And they, since they / Were not the one dead, turned to their affairs,” referencing a young boy who died in a chain saw accident. Those lines are as good as any to sum up the tragic events that befell the families of the passengers and crew who lost their lives when the ill-fated Portland sank on Thanksgiving weekend, 1898.

			Although we as a society or individuals should not become hardened to death and tragedy, ultimately we must admit to ourselves and others, that life, our lives, must go on, regardless of the extent of a tragedy. The families of those who perished in the sinking of the Portland, among them Margaret Heuston, George Kenniston Sr., and Judith Cobb, all had to go on with their lives without their loved ones. They remembered and commemorated them, but despite their pain and suffering, they endured; they persevered. It was all they could do. The sea does not give up its dead or its many secrets.

			There are many reasons why the Portland sank: the hubris of the ship’s captain; a perfect storm raging up the New England coast; and a ship not built to withstand the open sea. Together they spelled doom for the ship, its crew, and its passengers.

			Reflecting on this tragedy, it becomes important to remember not only those who were lost at sea but those who remained and their singular struggle to survive. These survivors are the real heroes and heroines in this sad, true story. Survivors always are.

		


		
			BOOK ONE
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			The Portland

			“the finest vessel that will travel the eastern waters.” 

			—The Portland Evening Express, 1889

		


		
			1: The Loom of Time

			I say so strange a dreaminess did there then reign all over the ship and all over the sea, only broken by the intermitting dull sound of the sword, that it seemed as if this were the Loom of Time, and I myself were a shuttle, mechanically weaving and weaving away at the Fates.

			—Herman Melville, Moby Dick, 1851

			The fabric of this story is stitched together with the thread of Man and Nature; held fast in some places and frayed beyond repair in others. And like any story where Man challenges Nature over dominion of the land and sea, Nature wins out. 

			It was Saturday, the 26th of November, 1898, the end of the long Thanksgiving weekend, and hundreds of people were clamoring to take the last ferry back home from Boston to Portland, Maine. Among them was Hope Thomas, who had come to Boston to visit her sister and do her Christmas shopping. Employing a woman’s prerogative, Hope made a crucial decision that forever sealed her fate. Emily Cobb, a talented songstress who had come to Boston for voice lessons had to return to Portland to perform at her first singing recital at the Portland First Parish Church on Sunday. George Kenniston Jr., a freshman English major at Bowdoin College, had to return home to resume classes at the prestigious school. There were many others.

			On board the Portland was a skilled and seaworthy crew of sixty-eight men and women, many of them African Americans who lived in the Portland community of Munjoy Hill and were members of the Abyssinian Church. Among them was Chief Steward Francis Eben Heuston, who had spent thirty of his forty-four years working for the steamship company and was celebrating his first wedding anniversary that weekend.

			Overseeing the crew and the passengers was fifty-three-year-old Captain Hollis Blanchard, whose bloodlines were rich in New England seafaring; his grandfather and father before him served as sea captains, and his reputation was that of a cautious and knowledgeable mariner. 

			And then there was the Portland itself, called “the finest vessel that will travel the eastern waters.” Built in 1889, the ship had been making its regular run between Boston and Portland for ten years, carrying thousands of passengers and tons of cargo along the treacherous New England coast. Although one of the last of the side-wheel steamships, it had earned a reputation as a safe and seaworthy vessel. 

			Now, imagine if you will, a perfect winter storm forming off the New England coast that Saturday in November, at a time when there was no radio communication between ship and shore, no sonar to navigate by, and no sophisticated weather forecasting capacity. It was under these conditions that the Portland left Boston Harbor at 7 p.m. on the night of November 26 with two hundred passengers and crew on her regularly scheduled run back to Portland and ran headlong into a monstrous storm that is considered one of the worst winter gales of the nineteenth century. The storm destroyed hundreds of ships, homes, and businesses, and ended the lives of more than four hundred people along the New England coast.

			The fates of the Portland’s crew and passengers were in the able hands of Captain Blanchard. Some contend it was hubris that drove Blanchard to leave the safety of Boston Harbor that day despite every indication that a severe New England storm was hurtling up the coast. 

			With all telephone and telegraph lines down in the aftermath of the storm, it was days before anyone was able to get word about the extent of the damages that had been done to life and limb. That included the whereabouts of the Portland. That is what this story is about—time and the tides that wait for no man, and the celestial weaving and weaving away at the Fates.

			2: Red Sky at Morning

			When it is evening, you say, ‘It will be fair weather; for the sky is red.’ 

			And in the morning, ‘It will be stormy today, for the sky is red and 

			threatening.’ You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky,

			but you cannot interpret the signs of the times.

			—Matthew 16:2b–3

			On Saturday, November 26, 1898, the luxurious steamship Portland was docked at India Wharf in Boston Harbor preparing for its regularly scheduled nine-hour, one-hundred-mile trip from Boston to Portland, Maine. The Portland, christened in October 1889, was the flagship of the Portland Steamship Company’s Portland-to-Boston service. The 291-foot-long wooden side-paddle steamship could accommodate eight hundred passengers. Altogether there were 163 staterooms and more than two hundred passenger berths on the Portland’s upper and lower decks, fore and aft. It was described in brochures as a “floating palace.”

			The Portland had been crowded with passengers coming down from Maine to Boston to visit with family and friends for the Thanksgiving holiday on Thursday. It would be crowded on its return trip that Saturday evening, with passengers anxious to catch the last boat back home to Maine. 

			Captain Hollis Blanchard stood on the top deck of the ship, looking out across Boston Harbor. Dark storm clouds hung from the sky like tattered drapes being slowly drawn over the end of the day. The wind and temperature remained seasonable, with sporadic and brief snow flurries, not enough to even warrant the use of an umbrella. It was typical New England weather for late November. 

			Blanchard had checked with the Boston Weather Bureau earlier in the day. A fierce storm was reportedly barreling across the Midwest, while another storm was churning its way up the East Coast, the two storms headed on a collision course. Blanchard was not troubled by the report. He was certain he could stay well ahead of the storm if he left Boston on time at seven o’clock. Preparations were made to get underway that evening as planned.

			3: Change in the Weather

			On Friday evening, November 25, 1898, the Boston Weather Bureau had predicted a mild threat from the converging storm fronts. The initial forecast for Saturday and Sunday called for “fair continued cold, brisk westerly, shifting to southerly winds,” for New England. For New York the forecast called for “increasing cloudiness and rain or snow by Saturday night.” According to the forecast, on Sunday, the weather in New England would be “unsettled . . . rain or snow . . . possible, most likely in the afternoon or night. . . . The temperature [would] not change decidedly.”

			Saturday’s weather forecast didn’t change dramatically either, until later in the day when a special weather advisory was issued alerting maritime and other transportation concerns of higher than previously reported wind velocity and snow fall. According to this report, issued late on Saturday, November 26, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont could expect “heavy snow” on Saturday and temperatures that were “much colder; southeasterly winds shifting by tonight to northeasterly gales.” For Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, heavy snow was predicted, with clearing on Sunday followed by much colder weather. According to the advisory, there would be, “northeasterly gales tonight, and northwesterly gales by Sunday.”

			The first weather forecasting bureau was established in 1814 as part of the United States Medical Department. But weather forecasting for seamen like Blanchard was neither accurate nor trustworthy. The weather forecasting technology was unsophisticated and the reporting haphazard. 

			In 1870, a national weather service was created by Congress during the Grant administration. President Ulysses S. Grant signed into law a joint resolution with Congress that empowered the secretary of war to establish a national weather service. The act called for the secretary to establish this service for the purposes of, “taking meteorological observations at the military stations in the interior of the continent and at other points in the States . . . and for giving notice on the northern (Great) Lakes and on the seacoast by magnetic telegraph and marine signals, of the approach and force of storms.” 

			The weather service was placed under the secretary of war’s supervision because it was felt that in doing so the greatest degree of accuracy and regularity would be accomplished. Oversight for the new service was placed within the Signal Service Corps under the leadership of its commander, Brigadier General Albert J. Myer. Myer designated the new weather service as The Division of Telegrams and Reports for the Benefit of Commerce. Weather observations were assigned to members of the Army Signal Service at more than twenty observing stations throughout the country, and weather forecasts were regularly sent to the Washington, D.C., headquarters on a daily basis.

			Weather forecasts were made for eight regions of the country on a basis of twenty-four hours in advance and included predictions based on four elements: weather, wind, pressure, and temperature. In 1886, forecasts were focused on individual states rather than the larger districts made up of several states. Two years later, in 1888, weather forecasts were extended from their previous twenty-four-hour durations to thirty-six hours. 

			By 1898, forecasts were extended to cover a forty-eight-hour period. The number of weather forecasting field offices expanded from a mere 24 offices throughout the country to 284 offices by 1878, and weather observations were recorded and sent to the Washington, D.C., headquarters three times a day. From headquarters, forecasts were distributed to steamship companies, railroads, farm bureaus, observers, and various newspapers. The forecasts, compiled from the various daily telegraphed reports from throughout the country included information on the changes in barometric pressure, temperature, humidity, wind velocity and cloud coverings.

			Because meteorology was relatively embryonic during the late 1800s, forecasts didn’t always prove to be accurate; however, it was noted by weather bureau officials that “while scientists cannot tell at what hours to carry an umbrella, they can tell when great storms and waves of intense heat or cold are coming so as to be of great value to all the industries of the land.” But weather bureaus were limited in their abilities to accurately predict weather conditions, since they were unable to measure the changing patterns that percolated and formed high above Earth’s atmosphere.

			4: Proverbs and Predictions

			Many unscientific maritime observers still relied on weather forecasting idioms and proverbs to predict the weather. Among them were: “a red sun has water in his eye”; “clear moon, frost soon.” Other popular forecasting ideas were, for example, that much noise made by rats and mice indicates rain; anvil-shaped clouds are very likely to be followed by a gale of wind; if rain falls during an east wind, it will continue a full day; a light yellow sky at sunset means wind; a pale yellow sky at sunset means rain. For seafarers, the most common of all was, “Red sky in morning, sailors take warning; red sky at night, sailors’ delight.” 

			This old mariners’ proverb had its origin in Matthew 16:2b–3, when Jesus spoke to the fishermen, telling them that they knew how to predict the weather but had no understanding of the times they lived in. Thousands of years later, through the advances in technology, the Library of Congress would lend credence to Mathew’s proverb:

			A red sunrise reflects the dust particles of a system that has just passed from the west. This indicates that a storm system may be moving to the east. If the morning sky is a deep fiery red, it means a high water content in the atmosphere. So, rain is on its way. (Library of Congress, “Weather Facts,” 1949)

			5: Bloodlines

			Captain Blanchard had met with John W. Smith, the chief meteorologist at the Boston Weather Bureau office, to go over the most recent weather forecasts. He learned from Smith that the storm bearing down from the Great Lakes region was making its way toward the New England coast on a path that would intersect with a second storm that was moving up the coast from the South. Based on this information, a special weather advisory was issued by the Weather Bureau’s Washington, D.C., headquarters calling for heavy snowfall and gale winds all along the New England coast beginning on Saturday evening and lasting into late Sunday. Blanchard took it all into consideration. Everyone knew him as a cautious man and a thoughtful captain.

			The fifty-three-year-old Blanchard was tall and lean, always immaculately dressed in a dark blue double-breasted top coat and gold braided captain’s hat that covered his thick black hair and rested above his slightly protruding ears. His chestnut eyes were resolute and knowing. His moustache was neatly trimmed and combed, waxed into place, extending down both corners of his mouth and ending in two fine points. His thick beard, black except for flecks of gray along his chin, was meticulously groomed; not a hair was out of place. Except for the Bible, nautical maps, and weather forecasts, Blanchard reportedly read nothing—not even the daily newspapers.

			His bloodlines were rich in New England seafaring. He was born in Searsport, Maine, in 1845 and spent many years living just down the coast in Belfast. He lived now in Westbrook with his wife, two sons, and a nineteen-year-old daughter. His father and grandfather before him had been sea captains, as were his two brothers. His formal education was limited except for what he’d learned from the sea and other seamen. 

			He went to sea at nine years old as a cabin boy on one of his father’s vessels and rose rapidly through the ranks to pilot, a position where he was responsible for navigating the ship under the instructions of the captain. He began his merchant marine career in the 1880s. His first job was on the schooner, Mary B. Coombs out of Isleboro, Maine. Bath, Maine, had a more than a dozen shipyards building schooners of all sizes during most of the nineteenth century. Blanchard later went on to serve on the brig R.S. Hassell and the steamships Cambridge and William Tibbetts. The brig, a sailing ship with two generic, square-rigged masts, was fast and maneuverable and used as a merchant vessel. However, they fell out of use with the advent of steamships because they were difficult to sail into the wind and because they required a relatively large crew for their otherwise small size. 

			He began working for the Portland Steamship Company nearly a decade previously. For nine years he diligently worked his way up from mate to pilot. He had served as pilot on the Bay State as well as the Portland. Although he had served as captain on board other vessels, he had only recently been given full command of the Portland three weeks ago, following the death of Captain William Snow, the former longtime captain of the ship. Following Snow’s death, Blanchard was promoted to captain and put in charge of the steamship. Although an experienced sailor, this was his first command within the Portland Steamship Company. According to Harry Gratwick, in his book, Historic Shipwrecks of Penobscot Bay, Blanchard was known as “an honorable man, a good navigator and master of his calling.” 

			6: Churning up the Coast

			There were conflicting reports about the pending storm. According to the Weather Bureau’s Washington, D.C., home office, a high-pressure system had settled across Ohio and the Midwest, enveloping that entire section of the country in a relatively seasonal warm front. Chillier winds were blowing in from the Great Lakes region followed by what most observers considered trifling snow flurries, brisk gusts of wind, and not terribly noticeable showers. There was no cause for alarm at the Weather Bureau’s main offices. 

			According to the Boston Weather Bureau, however, the storm front moving across the Great Lakes region would pick up intensity by Saturday morning, heading straight for the East Coast and bringing with it a blast of arctic temperatures and plummeting snow. The Midwestern storm front was churning its way northeast, gaining wind speed and momentum, reportedly on a collision course with the storm moving up the eastern seaboard from the Gulf of Mexico. 

			According to a Boston weather advisory, issued late on Saturday, November 26, Maine, New Hampshire, and Vermont could expect “heavy snow” on Saturday and “snow and much colder; southeasterly winds shifting by tonight to northeasterly gales.” For Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and Connecticut, heavy snow was predicted, with clearing on Sunday followed by much colder weather. According to the report, there would be “northeasterly gales tonight, and northwesterly gales by Sunday.” No one would have been able to accurately predict the pending storm’s ultimate monstrous fury. 

			7: Eben Heuston

			The Portland’s chief steward, Francis Eben Heuston, had spent thirty of his forty-four years working for the steamship company, beginning first as a lowly cabin boy and working his way up to the lofty position he now held. It was a special trip back home to Portland that weekend for Heuston. Tucked in the pocket of his starched white vest was a gold cross that he’d been secretly saving up to buy for his wife, Margaret Ann. He’d bought it at one of the finest jewelry stores in downtown Boston. This weekend was their anniversary. They had been married one year to the day on that Saturday. 

			8: Emily Cobb

			Twenty-three-year-old Emily Cobb moved with reckless abandon through the busy holiday streets of Boston, the hood of her dark wool cape pulled up over her head. She raced in and out of crowds of leisurely shoppers heading toward India Wharf carrying her sheet music and hymnal in the bag flung over her shoulder. She could not afford to miss the last boat back to Maine. On Sunday, she was scheduled to give her first solo singing recital at the First Parish Church in Portland. At the suggestion of First Parish’s associate pastor, John Carroll Perkins, she had come to Boston on the busy weekend to take singing lessons in preparation for the recital. Perkins had paid for the trip and was certain it was money well spent, since Emily had a stunning voice.

			9: A Woman’s Prerogative

			Every year, Hope Thomas came down from Portland to Boston and stayed with her younger sister Grace and her husband. The day after Thanksgiving was the biggest shopping day of the year. The stores were all decorated for Christmas and the stores filled with shoppers drawn in by the holiday sales.

			Hope had already bought all her Christmas presents. They were wrapped and bundled and she carried them in two large shopping bags that she held in each hand as she awkwardly maneuvered through the downtown Boston crowds. Everybody was coming and going, hustling and bustling through the streets. 

			Besides all the presents for her husband and family, she had purchased a pair of shoes for herself at a downtown store but was unable to make up her mind about keeping them. It would have been a long trip back to return them, and she was running out of time. The Portland would be disembarking soon, and she had promised her husband, Bill, she would be coming home on the last boat on Saturday. Bill Thomas was the captain of the fishing schooner, Maud S., out of Bailey’s Island. He had offered to bring her to Boston on board the Maud S., but Hope insisted on taking the steamship. She didn’t want the stench of fish all over her clothes when she arrived in Boston to visit with her sister. That was her prerogative, she maintained, just as it was her prerogative to change her mind about the shoes she had bought if she wanted to, and heading toward the pier to purchase her ticket home, she still hadn’t made up her mind. Bill Thomas was out at sea that weekend aboard the Maud S. Hope had heard the rumors of a pending storm, but she knew Bill would be safe and would put up somewhere along the coast if a storm did hit. She imagined she would make it back home to Portland before her husband docked.

			10: Do You Know What You’re Doing?

			Despite the troubling weather reports, Blanchard had already made up his mind. He spoke with another Maine sea captain, C. H. Leighton, about the predicted storm. Leighton, from Rockland, Maine, had intended taking the Portland back home that evening but subsequently changed his mind when he heard the news about the storm. Leighton asked Blanchard about his decision to leave Boston that evening in the face of the ominous weather forecast. He advised Blanchard against going, but it appeared Blanchard, despite all that was known and told to him, had already made up his mind to go.

			LEIGHTON.

			You think you’ll be going?

			BLANCHARD.

			I think I shall.

			LEIGHTON.

			I don’t think this is a fit night to leave port.

			BLANCHARD.

			I don’t know about that. We may have a good chance.

			LEIGHTON.

			Do you know what you’re doing?

			BLANCHARD.

			I do. 

			Considering the number of lives Blanchard held in his hands, having a “good chance” did not seem like a reasonable response to a frustrated Leighton.

			11: Ritual and Routine

			“I must go down to the seas
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