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Introduction


Sunday, August 6, 1899, is a date that for many years will be held in memory as signalizing the most dreadful accident that has ever occurred within the boundaries of the state of Maine.

—Bangor Daily Commercial, August 7, 1899

The story of the disaster at Mount Desert Ferry is the story of the deadliest accident that ever occurred in the state of Maine.

The story is more than the tale of two hundred people being thrown into the deep, chilly Maine waters when an overcrowded gangplank fell away under their feet, however.

The story of the disaster at Mount Desert Ferry is also about how those people came to be on this tiny, obscure piece of land in rural Maine, which had become the gateway to the ritz and glamour that only turn-of-the-twentieth-century Bar Harbor could provide. The story is about the citizens in a small town on the coast of Maine, whose hard work and the sacrifice of their quiet way of life made the Golden Age of Bar Harbor possible.

The story is about irony. In particular, it is a story of the working-class people of Maine spending their one day a week off from work traveling on the same rails and steamboats used by the Astors, Rockefellers, and Vanderbilts, and to the same destination.

The story is about patriotism and the celebration of victory at war. The story is about rumors, conflicting stories, and a herd mentality. The story is about heroism and cowardice.

The story is about the determination and self-sacrifice of the upper crust of Maine society to transform an elegant yet rural coastal resort hotel into a hospital in a location where the nearest medical help was at least an hour away.

The story is about the importance of waiting to learn the facts before making judgment, and the head-shaking disappointment at simple human error.

This story is about the ghosts of Maine’s past and the erosion of her history. Though the disaster in 1899 attracted national attention, it is now mostly forgotten. The story of the disaster at Mount Desert Ferry is a chapter of Maine history that needs preserving.

And, yes, the story is also about two hundred people being thrown into the deep, chilly Maine waters when their overcrowded gangplank broke and fell away under their feet. It is about their lives, their survival, and, for twenty Mainers, their deaths.












The Sunday Excursion


It was a merry party of excursionists that left Bangor Sunday morning at 8:25 bound for Bar Harbor, the Newport of Maine, with the intention of seeing the vessels of Admiral Sampson’s squadron. The weather could not have been improved upon and the eleven carloads of humanity thoroughly enjoyed the trip, until Mt. Desert Ferry was reached.

—Bangor Daily Commercial

When the 8:25 a.m. special excursion train to Bar Harbor left Union Station in Bangor on that beautiful Sunday morning, it was so full of people that passengers were hanging from its steps.

Though a day trip to Bar Harbor on a summer weekend would always be special, this was no ordinary excursion. An entire squadron of American military ships was also headed to Bar Harbor. The North Atlantic Squadron would be arriving that same day.

A visit to Maine by the US Navy’s North Atlantic Squadron in itself was exciting, but this year was even more special. Adding greatly to the excitement of the visit was America’s recent victory in the Spanish-American War.

“SEE THE FLEET THAT WON THE WAR


Bar Harbor, August 6, 1899”

The arrival of the fleet had been anticipated all week long. The Maine Central Railroad prepared to run several special-excursion trains, with a reduced fare, to Bar Harbor that weekend. Posters advertising the event had been put up in every town in the state in which the Maine Central Railroad ran, which were many. “Their arrival was known all over the state,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record. “The big warships of the North Atlantic Squadron were, on the Sunday, indirectly the cause of the greatest number of deaths than occurred in our navy during the entire Spanish war.”


It was Sunday, August 6, 1899. The weather was beautiful, not too hot for an August day, and the morning was filled with excitement. The nine hundred people filling the Maine Central Railroad’s eleven passenger cars were jammed tightly in the seats and the aisles.


The 8:25 a.m. train out of Bangor was the first of four trips to Bar Harbor planned throughout the day. Everyone wanted to be on the first train, however, to not waste one second of that beautiful weekend day. The crowd was anxious to see the majestic, heroic gray warships as they sailed into Frenchman Bay. The passengers on the train were described as laughing and singing as the train slowly pulled out of the station, with conductor Fred Sanborn of Portland at the controls. “It was a merry party of excursionists that left Bangor Sunday morning at 8:25 bound for Bar Harbor, the Newport of Maine, with the intention of seeing the vessels of Admiral Sampson’s squadron. The weather could not have been improved upon and the eleven car loads of humanity thoroughly enjoyed the trip,” reported the Bangor Daily Commercial, “until Mt. Desert Ferry was reached.”

People traveled alone, in pairs or groups, with family, friends, or coworkers. Many carried baskets with the day’s lunch. Some carried parasols or satchels. A few people carried babies. Some parties were complete as they traveled together on the train, but many parties were incomplete and had plans to meet other members of their party at the wharf in Bar Harbor.

As was the convention of the day, most passengers had put on their better clothing for the day of travel. The scene was set in a news story by Bar Harbor Times Arts and Style editor Nan Lincoln:

There were pigeon-breasted ladies in fancy wide-brimmed, silk-swathed hats, giraffe-necked, pleated blouses and cinch waist skirts reaching to the middle of their high-button shoes. Escorting them were dapper, derbied men in boxy jackets, stiffly starched collars and cuffless trousers tapering to narrow, spit-polished boots. Giggling girls in middy blouses and ruffled pinafores with big bows perched like giant butterflies in their long, shining tresses, were chased by mischievous boys in baggy knickers and cloth caps. Everyone was in a celebratory mood.


Special-excursion trains had become common by 1889. With the growth and improvements of rail and ferry service, the Maine coast was growing in popularity every year as a tourist destination, both from within the state and without. Elegant resort hotels began springing up along the coast to provide lodging to the tourists, who would visit for an afternoon, a weekend, or the entire summer season, depending on their financial means. Special daylong events on the grounds of these resorts on the weekends would cater to the blue-collar workers of the state.


In the summer, the Maine Central Railroad would offer special-excursion trains, with lowered fares, to these coastal resorts. The entire tourist industry became a network of convenient transportation to beautiful spots along the Maine coast. The people of Maine were now able to travel to places in the state that they had only read about in the newspapers.

The popularity of the 8:25 special-excursion train that Sunday morning was not just a testament to the desire of the people of Maine to use their newly acquired disposable income and their recently gained weekends, but also to their patriotism.


Even with a growing number of resort towns available to Mainers, Bar Harbor was always a particularly popular destination. The island town held extra attraction to the people of the state this particular weekend because of the arrival of the US Navy’s North Atlantic Squadron. One of the squadron’s ships, the Massachusetts, had already arrived in Bar Harbor, on Thursday. The early arrival of the Massachusetts allowed her commander, Capt. Charles J. Train, to be at the wedding of his young daughter, Susie, a part-time Ellsworth resident, to a young lawyer from New York. After the wedding ceremony in Bar Harbor, the newly married couple would head to the quieter Mount Desert Ferry, just eight miles away by ferry in the town of Hancock, where they planned to stay at the elegant coastal resort hotel, The Bluffs, and where they would find themselves in the middle of the disaster at Mount Desert Ferry.

The rest of the squadron, commanded by Rear Adm. William T. Sampson, fifty-nine, would be arriving in Bar Harbor that Sunday morning from Rockland. This included the flagship New York, as well as the Brooklyn, Indiana, and Texas.

Knowing that a visit to the squadron during its weeklong visit in Bar Harbor would be popular, the Maine Central Railroad arranged its special-excursion trains to begin running from Portland to Mount Desert Ferry in Hancock two days before the fleet’s arrival. The excursions were advertised in newspapers and with posters throughout the state:

SAMPSON’S FLEET AT BAR HARBOR


August 4–5–6–7–8–9 1899


The Maine Central Railroad will sell excursion tickets, August 5th through the 9th Round trip $2.00


Good until August 14, 1899


Special train will leave Portland 7:20 AM August 6


Arr Bar Harbor 1:55 PM August 6


SEE THE FLEET THAT WON THE WAR


Bar Harbor August 6, 1899


The ships of the United States Navy on courtesy call to the island of Mount Desert. Excursion rates.


See ticket agent at your station.


The Maine Central Railroad offered a special rate for the weekend—fifty cents would buy a round-trip to the famed Maine coastal resort.

This would not be the North Atlantic Squadron’s first visit to Bar Harbor, but it was a significant one—the country had recently been victorious in the Spanish-American war, which the United States had entered after the sinking of one of its ships, the USS Maine. The part played by the North Atlantic Squadron in America’s victory had helped honor that loss.


The Spanish-American War had begun with Cuba’s revolt against Spain for independence. The United States relied heavily on Cuba for trade, and the USS Maine had been sent to the region to protect US citizens and interests, though US President William McKinley opposed entering the conflict. On the evening of February 15, 1898, a deadly explosion occurred inside the USS Maine, causing her to sink quickly and costing the lives of 250 of the 355 sailors aboard. “Remember the Maine” became the slogan being chanted across the United States as the country was officially drawn into what would be known as the Spanish-American War.

The sinking of the USS Maine was especially personal to the people of the Pine Tree State. Eight men from Maine served with pride aboard the state’s namesake. Six of those men died in the explosion.

Frank Talbot was a twenty-three-year-old man from Bath. His grandfather had served in the navy for twenty years, his father spent three years at sea during the Civil War, and Frank himself joined the US Navy on December 26, 1897, one day after Christmas. Frank Talbot had only been in the navy for two months when he died in the explosion.

Talbot’s last letter home was written the night before the USS Maine left Key West, Florida, for Havana, Cuba, and he indicated he was enjoying his work very much. “I would like to come home this spring, but I can’t tell when I will get north again. We leave tomorrow for Havana. Goodbye. Your loving son.”

Quartermaster 3rd Class Millard Harris of Boothbay was forty-eight when he died in the explosion. He left behind a wife, Agnes. Apprentice Seaman William H. Tinsman of Portland had grown up in East Deering, Maine, and had served on the USS Merrimac during the Civil War. He died in the explosion. Also from Maine were Fireman 1st Class Bernard Lynch and John H. Bloomer from the Portland area, and John Sweeney, from Bath. All died in the explosion.

Martin Webber, of Bar Harbor, and William Lambert survived the explosion.

The Spanish-American War lasted for ten weeks, before Spain surrendered on August 12, 1898. Approximately three thousand Americans died in the war, but many of the deaths were due to yellow fever and typhoid.

A year had passed since the United States’ victory in the Spanish-American War. In Bar Harbor, the ships of the squadron would be open to the public for inspection, and on that Sunday, August 6, 1899, the people of the 8:25 train out of Bangor would have a chance to shake the hands of the brave sailors of the squadron, and to show their respect for those who were lost.

It was not just the great warships that drew the crowd to Bar Harbor that day, but also a chance to witness the grand arrangements being made by the members of Mount Desert Island’s Summer Colony to welcome the officers of the squadron, done on a scale that could only be imagined by the wage earners and shopkeepers of Bangor and Ellsworth who would be visiting for just the day.


Several private events had been planned in Bar Harbor in honor of Adm. William T. Sampson, the commander of the squadron, in his role as the representative of the fleet. Members of the private Canoe Club on Mount Desert Island had been preparing a reception for the admiral and the officers of the ships at the Malvern Hotel, the most fashionable hotel in Bar Harbor at the time, located near the center of town. On Monday evening, the day after the squadron’s arrival, the grand event would be held in the Malvern’s ballroom and reception parlors, which were appropriately hung with flags and bunting, while palms and potted plants completed the decorations. All of Bar Harbor’s summer society was expected at the event. “Seldom has the Malvern been so gay,” reported the Bar Harbor Record.

Though grand plans had been made for the admiral and the officers of the squadron, the numerous enlisted men who would also be visiting Bar Harbor had not been forgotten. According to the Bar Harbor Record, the best honor to give an enlisted man was some time off.

While Admiral Sampson and his officers have been this feted, the “men behind the guns” have not been neglected. They are an independent sort of a crowd, anyhow, who will manage to get all kinds of pleasure out of their visit even if you don’t give events in their honor. It is the great mass of jolly, sunburned tans, numerous enough to make a good-sized summer resort by themselves, that finds the most pleasure in the visit of the warships. They throng ashore like children coming out of school; they are omnipresent, everyone is their bureau of information, and they swarm about the town with mischievous smiles, alert for fun and trouble alike. Insurance on a first-class wheel was way down when Jack Tar got aboard it. It was huge sport to see the way those machines moved with the sailor boys at the helm. Horseback riding has also been a favorite pastime for the tars. It doesn’t run in a sailor’s blood to sit properly astride a spirited steed and some who didn’t sit there long.


“The pastimes and capers of the sailor boys ashore have given the town plenty of amusement,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record the week after the squadron’s visit.

A trip to Bar Harbor would not have been possible for most Mainers just fifteen years prior to the disaster at Mount Desert Ferry, nor would Bar Harbor have been as desirable a destination. Without Mount Desert Ferry, Bar Harbor would not have had its Golden Age.


In the early 1800s, the natural beauty of Mount Desert Island was known only to a few people who did not live there year-round. Travel to Mount Desert Island from the mainland was almost nonexistent.

The few people who did visit Mount Desert Island seasonally included several talented, artistic painters, who were able to represent the island’s beauty on canvas. As those artists sold their paintings throughout the country and told their tales of the beauty of this small area in Maine and the characters with which it was populated, curiosity about Mount Desert Island grew. A few tourists began to arrive to see if the landscape was as beautiful as had been represented by the paintings that adorned their grand homes in Boston, Philadelphia, New York, Washington, DC, and so many other places that produced the opulently wealthy families of the time.

“This bold scenery transferred to canvas . . . soon made the locality familiar to the residents of the large cities, and summer travel soon began to gravitate toward the eastern part of the island. This was the beginning of Bar Harbor as a seaside resort. It was through these views that the scenery along this wild and rockbound coast became somewhat familiar to the dwellers in the great cities and turned the tide of summer travel in this direction,” wrote Pen and Pencil, a travel magazine from the time, adorned with elaborate drawings that depicted various Maine summer resorts.

Steamship travel had been available in Maine since 1824, when the Kennebec Steam Navigation Company unveiled Maine’s first steamship, the Maine, at Bath. By the 1830s and 1840s steamboats were becoming increasingly popular, and travel routes were rapidly expanding along the coast of Maine, as were the number of the towns becoming home to elegant coastal resort hotels.

By 1855 the first hotel had been built in Bar Harbor, the Agamont House, by resident Tobias Roberts, who already kept a small store in town for the convenience of the few straggling settlers on that side of Mount Desert Island. Two years later the first regular steamship service to Bar Harbor began with the inauguration of the steamer Rockland for regular passenger service between Rockland and Bar Harbor. The steamer ran twice a week. Ten years later, in 1867, the Bar Harbor Public Landing was built, as was the Rodick Hotel, both built by Mr. Roberts. With regular, though limited, steamship service and a public wharf, the number of visitors to the island increased, as did the number of upscale hotels, which grew rapidly. The Grand Central Hotel was built in 1869, later to be enlarged several times. Built the following year was the Atlantic House, which burned to the ground and was rebuilt, even bigger, in 1873. The Newport was built in 1871.

“That Mount Desert Island, with Bar Harbor as a rallying point and business center, is to become an immense summer resort, no one who has become acquainted with its peculiar adaption to that purpose, can for a moment doubt,” wrote Pen and Pencil.

Growth was steady on Mount Desert Island for the thirty years after the first hotel was opened in Bar Harbor. The tourists who had been spending their summer seasons in the grand hotels now were building “cottages” throughout Bar Harbor and across the island. “Now the palatial hotels, the millions of dollars invested in cottages, the almost fabulous prices at which real estate is sold in and around Bar Harbor, and the distinguished names . . . Vanderbilt, Blaine . . . indicate that this is to be the fashionable quarter of the Island,” wrote Pen and Pencil.


The Rockland and its twice-a-week trip to Bar Harbor had been welcomed by the traveling public in 1857, but as the needs of the traveling public grew, the need for better ferry service was soon realized. The trip to Bar Harbor was still an indirect one, requiring travelers from Boston, New York, Philadelphia, and other points south to travel by train to Portland, embark on the steamship Daniel Webster to the city of Rockland, then transfer to the Rockland for the final trip to Mount Desert Island. The Rockland’s twice-a-week schedule was also becoming inadequate.

In addition to the public demand for more rapid and convenient service to Bar Harbor, there was also a need for service to the other island localities. With the growth of Bar Harbor had come the growth of the rest of Mount Desert Island, and coastal resort hotels were being erected everywhere, with each island town having its own appeal to the diverse group of summer colonists.

Twenty years after inaugurating service to Mount Desert Island, in 1877 the number of trips from Rockland to Mount Desert Island was increased to three times a week, and by the early 1880s additional stopping points were scheduled. A steamboat wharf was built at Try House Point in Bass Harbor over the winter of 1881–82, and the Kimball family built a wharf at Northeast Harbor the following year for the arrival of the steamboat in that village. Seal Harbor’s steamboat wharf was inaugurated on August 15, 1882.

Though attempts were being made to improve travel to Bar Harbor, the route was still convoluted, requiring many transfers, all of which cost time and convenience. A new travel demand was also growing among the members of Mount Desert Island’s summer colony, something for which they were willing to pay good money—the summer colonists wanted to travel in elegance.

Around the corner there is always a better mousetrap just waiting to be built, just waiting to revolutionize an industry. Mount Desert Ferry was that mousetrap.


The idea for Mount Desert Ferry came from the Maine Central Railroad, which was attempting to meet the increasing demands from the increasing number of people traveling to Mount Desert Island every summer season. The Maine Central Railroad had been created through the consolidation of several small Maine railroads after the Civil War and the merger of two large railroads, the Androscoggin and Kennebec Railroad and the Penobscot and Kennebec Railroad. The railroad had been in operation for twenty-six years when it built Mount Desert Ferry in 1884.

The Maine Central Railroad showed that it was serious about the ever-growing ferry service with the purchase of the Portland, Bangor, Mt. Desert and Machias Steamboat Company in 1881. Two years later plans were announced for the construction of Mount Desert Ferry, the cornerstone in the train-and-ferry service planned by the railroad. An area of land in the town of Hancock would be the terminus of the Maine Central Railroad’s new Waukeag Line. The new railroad line would extend from Bangor to Brewer, from Brewer to Ellsworth, and then another ten miles to Hancock, for a total of forty miles of new track, which would be constructed by the Maine Shore Line Railroad.

The plan was to create a train route from as far south as Philadelphia that would run to Hancock without any need for passengers to transfer to another vehicle. The final ten miles of the trip, from Hancock to Bar Harbor, would be traveled by steamboat. The ferry would service several towns on Mount Desert Island and would run almost daily. The Pullman cars of the Bar Harbor Express as well as the ferries that would carry the passengers would be befitting of the social status those passengers represented. Mount Desert Ferry would cater to every demand of the public traveling to Mount Desert Island.

The project would be costly. Before the rails could be placed, there would need to be surveys, land acquisition along the forty-mile stretch, demolition, excavation. The men building the new rail line, many of them immigrants, would need to be housed and fed. Maine Central Railroad was backing part of the project, but the towns along the new railroad line were asked to help with the cost. Maine Central argued that the towns involved would reap benefit from the extension of the rail line, the main mode of transportation in the late 1800s. In February 1883 Ellsworth voters pledged ten thousand dollars to the Maine Shore Line Railroad for the project, while Bangor voters pledged twenty thousand.

Construction of the new rail line moved quickly after that. Just a month after Ellsworth voters pledged their financial support, in March 1883 a survey of the land between Brewer and Ellsworth was commissioned to determine the best possible rail line route. Two months later railroad workers began to grade the land.

As the line was being constructed, work was also under way in Hancock, with the construction of the train station, the ferry wharf, and the extensive facilities needed to support the trains and passengers. A private developer had also leased part of the land at Mount Desert Ferry and was beginning construction on an elegant summer coastal resort hotel.

The 41.3-mile line of track was completed the following year. On June 28, 1884, the first passenger train ran the new Waukeag Line of the Maine Central Railroad to Mount Desert Ferry. The following day, the Maine Central Railroad steamer Sebenoa, which would soon be joined by the Sappho, made the first of many steamship runs from Mount Desert Ferry to Bar Harbor.

Twenty-seven years after the establishment of steamship service to Mount Desert Island, the demands of the traveling public had been met. “No longer as in days gone by, is the visitor obliged to cross the Island from Southwest Harbor by the circuitous route, through Somesville nor, as later, to depend upon a single line of steamers, making the trip two or three times a week, to reach Bar Harbor, for since 1884, there is an all-rail route to within eight miles of Bar Harbor wharf, and safe ferry boats always in waiting to convey passengers across the intervening space, known as Frenchman’s Bay,” wrote Pen and Pencil.

During the first year in operation, eleven thousand passengers passed through Maine Central Railroad’s newest terminal to Bar Harbor. The success of Mount Desert Ferry proved her necessity. “Already is Mount Desert Ferry a port of entry,” wrote Pen and Pencil magazine.


With improved facilities for reaching Bar Harbor, the influx of visitors to Mount Desert Island increased at a phenomenal rate. The other railroad lines in the state arranged their timetables to align with that of the run of the Maine Central Railroad’s Waukeag Line to Hancock. Private boat owners in Frenchman Bay would hire themselves out in the summer for personal excursions to Mount Desert Ferry, arranged to coincide with the timetable of the train and the steamships. “Steamer Electra, Capt. E. True runs to the various ports in Frenchman’s Bay every weekday in connection with the Maine Central RR,” read an advertisement from the time in the Bar Harbor Record.

The everyday scene at Mount Desert Ferry after its opening was described as quite lively. “Since the opening of the Mount Desert Branch of the Maine Central Railroad, a new impulse has been given to the travel in this direction, and the number of visitors to Bar Harbor has more than quadrupled within the last two years, and is yearly increasing,” wrote Pen and Pencil.

The year after Mount Desert Ferry opened, the number of train passengers had increased by 50 percent, and the Sebenoa transported 12,999 passengers. During the third year in operation, ferry traffic was growing at such a pace that a second steamship was added to the Frenchman Bay run. The 149-foot steamship Sappho helped carry the thirty-one thousand passengers that went through Mount Desert Ferry that year. As the ferry service continued to thrive, stops were added in Seal Harbor, Northeast Harbor, Southwest Harbor, and Manset.


The number of passengers on the Mount Desert branch of the Maine Central Railroad was far higher than on any other branch. According to the annual reports to the stockholders of the Maine Central Railroad, during the fiscal year ending October 1, 1892, total passenger revenue from the Waukeag Line to Hancock was $71,718, equal to approximately $1.7 million in today’s economy. Passenger revenue accounted for about 37 percent of overall income, with freight revenue making up the rest.

The Sebenoa also hauled 254 tons of freight the second year that Mount Desert Ferry was in operation, generating $27,621 in freight revenue alone, the equivalent of approximately $750,000 in 2021. Railroad officials would tell the newspapers that more lumber was being transported to Bar Harbor than to any other location the same size in Maine. This being the Golden Age of Bar Harbor, the building of extravagant summer cottages and elaborate private clubs and other buildings was at an all-time high. Also shipped in large quantities were granite and coal, and later, perishable products, after refrigerated railcars came into use.

The small station at Mount Desert Ferry was bringing in five million dollars annually to the large state railroad. By the end of the first year that Mount Desert Ferry was in operation, the Maine Central Railroad had leased the rail line between Brewer and Hancock from the Maine Shore Line Railroad, and four years later Maine Central bought out the Maine Shore Line altogether.

Much of the popularity of the train passenger service to Hancock was due to the elegant Bar Harbor Express.


The Bar Harbor Express made its inaugural run from Boston to Mount Desert Ferry on June 29, 1885, the year after Mount Desert Ferry opened. The luxurious train ran only in the summer, and in its first few years of service it ran northbound on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, and southbound on Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday. There was no Saturday service because the social calendar mandated that if one were already on Mount Desert Island on a Saturday, one would want to stay the entire weekend.

Travel on the Bar Harbor Express mirrored the elegance found in the grand cottages erected on the island during Bar Harbor’s Golden Age. Due to the wealth and stature of those spending their summers on Mount Desert Island, the Express became a premier example of train travel during the late 1800s. The Mount Desert Herald described the cars of the Bar Harbor Express as “perfect beauties, being finished on the inside in blue and gold, the curtains and seats and all the cloth trimming being of a beautiful blue and the woodwork carved prettily and gilded. Electric buttons between each window call the porter to each seat, there being room for thirty in the car. A charming compartment in one end of the car allows the gentlemen to smoke . . . the ceilings of the cars are stained in imitation mother-of-pearl.”

Passengers could leave Boston in elegant palace cars at nine o’clock in the morning, and before eight that same evening be at their hotel or cottage at Bar Harbor. The other option available to passengers was to leave Boston at seven o’clock in the evening by sleeping car, arriving in Bangor at five-thirty the following morning and at Bar Harbor at eight-thirty.

It was not uncommon for such famous families as the Vanderbilts, Pulitzers, and Morgans to ride the Bar Harbor Express to reach Mount Desert Island. Track crews worked throughout the spring to ensure that the rails were in perfect working order and to guarantee that “not a drop of coffee or champagne were spilled.” The president of Maine Central Railroad would ride the entire route prior to the opening of the summer season to see that the ride was smooth and functioning well.

The Bar Harbor Express featured special accommodations for the servants of its passengers, and some families traveled in their own private Pullman cars attached to the regular train, the unofficial record being twenty-one private cars in one day. In 1888 the Vanderbilts traveled to Mount Desert Ferry on the Bar Harbor Express, but since their private car was over seventy-three feet long, it did not fit on the turntable at the train station in Hancock and had to be taken all the way back to Newport, Rhode Island, in order to turn it around so that it faced the correct direction for the eventual trip home.

Due to its success, the route of the Bar Harbor Express would be expanded south to include New York’s Grand Central Station and Philadelphia’s Broad Street Station.

An event that would recognize and celebrate the success of both Mount Desert Ferry and the town of Bar Harbor occurred on August 8, 1889.


The building of Mount Desert Ferry had promoted rapid growth in Bar Harbor and across Mount Desert Island over its first five years. Along with the summer residents came the symbols of the society they represented. Elaborate cottages, private clubs, and cultural centers arose all over Bar Harbor. Over time the names and titles of the summer visitors grew more grand.

Bar Harbor would truly feel the jewel had been placed in her crown when, in the summer of 1889, it was announced that a sitting president of the United States would arrive there, via Mount Desert Ferry, for a weeklong vacation.

Mount Desert Ferry had been in operation only five years when President Benjamin Harrison, the twenty-third president of the United States, arrived in Hancock aboard a special, private running of the Bar Harbor Express.

President Harrison and his party were met at Mount Desert Ferry by US Secretary of State James G. Blaine, from Augusta, at whose cottage the president was to spend his vacation, and Henry Cabot Lodge, a US congressman from Massachusetts. The crowd gave the president three cheers before he and the rest of the presidential party boarded the Sappho, which would serve as the presidential yacht for the duration of Harrison’s weeklong visit. “She was beautifully and tastefully decked with bunting . . . and resembled more a small floating palace than anything in the ferry boat line,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record.

President Harrison would be celebrated at various functions in Bar Harbor, including a huge private party at the home of a summer resident. The event was one of the most glamorous in Bar Harbor’s history and was attended by both national and international summer visitors, including various ambassadors and diplomats. This was not only a celebration for the president, but a celebration of the success of the resort town of Bar Harbor itself. “At the tables outside were represented the social position and wealth of the summer colony,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record. “No one of note seemed to be omitted.”

During the trip, the presidential party would ride the Sappho from Bar Harbor to Somes Sound in choppy, foggy seas. A few minutes after departure, stricken with seasickness, few of the presidential party could speak. “The President tried to keep up appearances but in a short time had to withdraw like any other seasick mortal,” said the Bar Harbor Record. “In short, the Somes Sound trip was a failure.”

President Harrison would also depart the island through Mount Desert Ferry the following week upon the completion of his visit.

“Bar Harbor has had a visit from a real live President and has survived it,” wrote the Record. “Mr. Harrison’s first experience of Mount Desert has been delightful; and how could it be otherwise, with so many of the wealthiest and most influential in society ministering to his pleasure and vying with each other for the honor of entertaining him. Though courted and feted by the gay and fashionable, his courteous dignity of manner has left a profound and grateful impression on the great heart of the people; and the inhabitants of Mount Desert will regard President Harrison’s visit to Bar Harbor as one of the most interesting and pleasant events in the history of the island.”

This was not Bar Harbor’s first visit by a sitting president, though it was the first extended vacation. President Chester A. Arthur, who had ascended to the office after the assassination of President James Garfield a year previously, passed through Bar Harbor on a trip to Bangor on September 12, 1882. “President Arthur was here for a day during his administration, but presumably because he was what might be called an accidental president, his presence did not create much of a flutter in society circles,” wrote the Bar Harbor Record of the president’s day on Mount Desert Island.

Eleven years after President Harrison’s visit, in July 1910, President William Howard Taft would also travel through Mount Desert
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