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  Preface

  A Jar of Scallops

  Should you linger under the covers, you will miss the ferry, a lesson learned quickly when you spend time on an island where ferries, rather like pendulums on clocks, or rising and falling tides, mark the passing of hours.

  One April day some years ago, my husband and I jumped out of bed before dawn to beat out the traffic that chokes Boston, and sped north toward Vinalhaven, a small island off the coast of Maine where we had owned a house for thirty years. We needed to catch an early boat and meet with a carpenter.

  Bo, the woman who watched over our old farmhouse in our absence, met us at the ferry landing. Sitting three abreast in her pick-up, we chatted as she drove us the seven miles to our property. At one point, apropos of little except perhaps time passing, I said, “I remember when the tidal pools were full of sea urchins.” Sea urchins, brown-green and spiny, mostly vanished from Penobscot Bay during an eight-year harvesting spree. From 1987 to 1995 buyers for Japanese restaurants purchased as many as divers could gather, and for a long-time few shells have shown up on any beach.1

  Bo, already well on her way to 80, was not impressed by my Johnny-come-lately memory. “I remember when I was a child,” she mused, “I could go at low tide, wade in under the bridge near our house, and pick up enough scallops to make a chowder.”

  Her recollection grabbed me. I imagined a young Bo in rubber boots, wading, recognizing the shells, reaching her hand into the cold water, and one by one gathering up the elegant mollusks.

  The fantasy evoked a past only lately disappeared and stirred up in me a flood of feeling—most particularly sadness. When we first visited the island in 1983, fishermen netted pollock and cod from spring through fall and layered long underwear and sweatshirts under foul weather gear in winter to fend off frostbite while fishing for shrimp and dragging for scallops. For millennia, island waters teemed with cod, mackerel, haddock, herring, swordfish, and halibut; shellfish like scallops, clams, mussels, periwinkles and sea urchins were bountiful. In truth “teemed with” and “bountiful” do little justice to a bay thick with all manner of creatures surfacing, dodging, mating with, chasing and consuming each other. The sight of waters roiling with life arrested the attention of observers across centuries.

  Like many of us now wherever we live, I longed to rewind the centuries so I could survey a less beat-up and depleted natural world—in this case, the island waters when they were filled with fish.

  Instead, I began writing this book, hoping, through interviews and research, to capture knowledge about what life is like now, but mostly what it used to be like on the island of Vinalhaven—for fishermen thousands of years ago and fishermen 50 years ago—as well as their families, and their communities. Also, for fish. I sought to set down as best I could the millennia of fishing history. In part I hoped to offer witness, in part to create a detailed portrait of a Maine island community that has had a commercial impact disproportionate to its modest acreage.

  Along with gathering up fragments of its history, I have wanted to capture the ways fish were once everywhere in everyday island life. If you look at a world with wild fish and one without, what is obviously different? What is subtly so? Middens—shell piles left by earlier settlements reveal layers of fish skeletons—evidence of fish eaten for thousands of years by indigenous people long before Europeans arrived. Later records talk about bushels and quintals of fish caught and dried, archives offer lists of fishing vessels built and owned; all describe past enterprise. But when fish were plentiful, the sum of their presence was more than their market value. Writing in diaries, letters and newspapers, islanders continually mentioned them—watched them, studied them, thought about their ways and whereabouts, began and ended relationships because of them, bartered with them for other goods, gave them as gifts, cooked and ate them. They were a proxy for hope; they were dots scattered all over a multi-colored communal canvas. Islander Addie L. Roberts tersely noted in her diary on Mar. 7, 1918—“Cut Max a suit, then went to a Fish Hash supper at church.”2

  Across the twentieth century, as “industrial” fishing depleted oceans, fish and sea creatures’ independent “right” to thrive on the planet has been negated, and their natural place in the daily lives of fishing communities and eco-systems has been largely erased. We think casually about a past when people lived on the edge of wildness. We often fail to observe the porousness created by proximity—the diverse, complex intimacies of relationships that are now simplistically reduced to “hunter and hunted” or “consumer and consumed.” Every living creature and plant is connected to every other one. We once understood that reality—and accepted the accompanying mystery. But for a long time now, we have attempted to separate and privilege ourselves.

  A subsistence or quasi “sustainable” way of living survived on Vinalhaven long after it disappeared in more urban parts of America. Since we live in a time of radical environmental crisis, it seems particularly urgent to capture—while it is held in living memory and retrievable—the intimate relationship between humans and the rest of the natural world as it played out in one robust coastal and ocean fishing environment.

  It took me a long while to see what was before me. Even though I had visited the island every year for decades, walked and driven from end to end countless times, explored its land and water, gathered lupine and wild irises, chanterelles and ripe blackberries, gone swimming with our children in abandoned quarries, combed the shore for sea glass, kayaked coves while watching osprey, cormorants and gulls dive for fish, eaten wild mussels, periwinkles, halibut, shrimp, crab and lobsters, and even stuffed bait bags for lobstermen—and even though I had visited its Historical Society yearly—I had no understanding of the island’s actual past. I genuinely missed the meaning—not to mention all the knowledge and artisanal skill. I was too caught up in the beauty and quiet to imagine it, but I had also been blinded by some premises of my urban life. As I looked more closely, I was repeatedly struck by the difference between the place I’d perceived while vacationing, and the island that gradually became visible through studied effort.

  Only slowly did I learn its long history. How native people settled to live and fish on the island at least five thousand years ago; how successive indigenous groups continually occupied it and fished its waters until Europeans killed the majority of them and took over. How colonists began to arrive in 1757 and settled in more permanently after the American Revolution. How by 1850, when Maine caught half the nation’s cod, Vinalhaven boasted the second highest value of cod, cod oil and mackerel landed in the state. Conditions across the nation changed after the Civil War, and lobstering increased. Vinal-haven became and remains one of the most active and successful lobster ports in the nation—and the world. Fishing continued on the island, too, and in the early 1900s, Vinalhaven hosted the largest fish processing plant in Maine. Local fishermen kept busy supplying national and international markets.

  Fishing industrialized in many countries during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and across decades reached a frenzied production capacity. Gas and diesel engines, ever larger “factory ships,” power winches and synthetic netting, refrigeration, radar and depth finders radically altered how many fish a boat could catch in a day. It became possible to fish down entire communities of species. Vinalhaven fishermen did what they could to master the new technology and scale. But by the late twentieth century inshore fisheries had collapsed, and island fishermen were closed out.

  For the first time in many millennia, the ocean surrounding Vinalhaven is no longer alive with fish and men laboring to net or hook them. Whereas in the past, island fishermen harvested different species in different seasons, now (with a few exceptions) they fish for lobster. The effects of changes in fish populations, in ways of fishing, and in the ocean environment itself, have had a dramatic impact on island fishermen, enriching some as lobsters thrived, yet facing them all with the stress of their economic dependence on a single species.

  Many of the men and women—the last ones who spent their lives catching cod, pollock, hake, and herring, or raising families while supporting the work—have died since I began interviewing. The stories they generously offered are vivid and particular. They allow us to glimpse how recent generations of people toiled on a rocky parcel of acres surrounded by ocean, and how changing fish stocks, ways of fishing, and markets continually altered their world.

  For a long time, fishing communities had much in common with earlier hunter-gatherer cultures, where life was lived with family and neighbors and largely organized by season. They are transforming extremely rapidly today. And while uncertainty is and has always been the essence of fishermen’s lives, this moment is more uncertain than any that have come before it. Lives in the past may have been more vulnerable to injury and disease, but most people imagined “their” natural world as consistently sturdy, perhaps even inviolate. Not so for many of us now. We know that our collective behaviors are causing extraordinary alterations in the planet. As we stumble forward into new circumstances, it seems crucial to contemplate not just the lost “ways” of the past, but how communities lived and labored when human power was weighted differently: when a cold winter day challenged one’s ability to chop enough firewood, and a big halibut could snap a line and flee to freedom.

  I use “fisherman” and “lobsterman” somewhat interchangeably in the text. As is customary on the island, women and men are both called lobstermen and sternmen. I recorded the interviews between 2008 and 2018. Some of the people I interviewed were happy to be named. Others requested anonymity and have been provided with pseudonyms (initially in quotation marks). I have slightly edited interviews for readability. Finally, Vinalhaven had different names and spellings in different eras: the South Island or South Fox Island, Vinal Haven and Vinalhaven. So too with Islesboro and Islesborough. I use the current name for both islands, but present quotations and historical documents as they were written.3




  Introduction

  Vinalhaven

  The Gulf of Maine began to fill with water fifteen thousand years ago as the Ice Age waned and glaciers melted. Vinalhaven, fifteen miles from the State of Maine’s mid-coast, is the largest island in Penobscot Bay. Measuring almost 8 miles long, it might claim five miles on the bias. Mostly much narrower, it’s hard to stand on any bit that’s more than a mile from shore. The total land area of 23.5 square miles doesn’t do justice to the impressive circumference of its cove-filled, rocky shoreline, which, unfurled, would stretch to about 270 miles.4

  The story of fishing on Vinalhaven likely starts sometime between 5000 and 8000 years ago when small groups of hunter-gatherers canoed (or crossed winter ice) from the mainland to the island. We know about them because they left tiny mementoes of their existence—bones and shells, in ancient shell heaps called middens. Some of these middens can still be seen on the island, though, since the Gulf is higher today than it was then, the oldest ones are underwater, making the first habitations hardest to trace.

  The idea that people would settle on an island when the whole American continent was available at first seemed odd to me. However, hunter-gatherers have long located themselves on coastal ecotones, where land and water meet. In his book, The Human Shore, the historian and Maine island summer resident John Gillis points to recent underwater archeological studies confirming that, from very early on, homo sapiens have been “semiaquatic, foraging not just in freshwater but also . . . at the edge of the sea.”5

  To understand the migrations of hunter-gatherers—and the lives of settlers since that time—it helps to remember that, although Vinalhaven might seem “remote” today, that term did not always apply. Because paddling, rowing and sailing boats was easier until recently than hacking and hauling through rugged terrain, for much of human existence islands were often less remote than inland places.

  [image: chpt_fig_001]

  The earliest hunter-gatherers, who lived on the islands about 5000 years ago, are referred to as members of the “Small Stemmed Point tradition.” Next to nothing is known about them. Their name is taken from the miniscule remnants of their lives that have been found: small-stemmed arrow points chipped from white quartz.6

  The first group of people we know about in any detail settled on Vinalhaven around 4,300 years ago. In 1913 the archaeologist Warren K. Moorehead named them “The Red Paint People” because they possessed the distinctive practice of dusting their dead with red ochre before burial. Archeologist Bruce Bourque and his colleagues have devoted decades to studying them. Bourque has more lately written about them as the “Swordfish hunters.”7

  The group left many middens, including at the “Candage site” on Vinal-haven and, more famously, at Turner’s Farm—the extensively examined site on North Haven (across the half mile wide “Thoroughfare”). According to Bourque, the two were part of one habitation.8

  The Swordfish Hunters lived lives recognizable to us in their essentials: they navigated Penobscot Bay—coming and going regularly from the mainland in dugout canoes. They raised children, cooked, sewed clothing, kept pet dogs, hunted deer, buried their dead, and repeatedly took to the coastal waters in their dugout canoes. They knew how to get around, and they knew how to catch fish—including swordfish, which they pursued in those same canoes.

  Careful work deconstructing layers of middens revealed that food for the early Turner’s Farm inhabitants was plentiful. Archaeologists found bones from cod, swordfish, winter flounder, smooth flounder, sculpin, pollock, herring, dogfish, haddock and sturgeon—and they found turtle shells. They also identified bones from Canada geese, cormorants, loons, great auks, varieties of ducks, and other seabirds. While soft-shelled clams seem to have been the most heavily harvested shellfish, there were also plenty of blue mussels, sea urchin and whelk shells. Remains from smaller mammals included beaver, sea mink and red fox. Deer were the most common large mammal, but moose and bear bones appear as well.9

  The Swordfish Hunters were one of the earliest cultures in the Northeast to carve rudimentary art—small “zoomorphic” figurines of seals, cormorants and porpoises, as well as land mammals—and they also made elegant stone tools.10 Yuval Noah Harari asserts in Sapiens that hunter gatherers were “the most knowledgeable and skillful people in history”—each person had to possess an encyclopedic understanding of all the trees, plants, animals, water conditions, weather, climate and stars simply to survive.11
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  Vinalhaven Historical Society collection. A plummet—a tool likely carved four or five thousand years ago by member or members of an indigenous band then living on island that is now called Vinalhaven; possibly used for weighting fishing nets.

  We can get hints of The Swordfish Hunters’ knowledge through objects of theirs that have endured. A small plummet lies on its side in a Vinal-haven Historical Society display case. The stone is about four and a half inches long, not quite two and a half inches wide at its widest point, and shaped rather like a squat, rounded amphora, tapering slightly from the shoulder to the bottom. Its surface is rough, a rusty, dark orangish-brown, with flecks of black; its neck is stubby. Plummets were often found in middens and sometimes in graves. To contemporary eyes, the stone suggests skill and purpose.12 Archaeologists believe that some plummets were used to weigh down fishnets or hooks and line for catching cod and other fish. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, digging for “relics” was a frequent leisure pursuit for islanders. The many objects turned up testify to just how widely tools of daily life had been scattered by earlier dwellers. They also testify to the continual presence of “Maine” tribal families and communities living and fishing on the island for thousands of years.

  As we look at the arc of island fishing, one more bit of knowledge about fish and the fishing habits of the Swordfish Hunters jumps out across time: Because of the rich plankton bloom at the base of the food web, the fish that filled the water around Turner’s Farm four thousand years ago ate well and grew big. Excavators retrieved cod vertebrae the size of half dollars from the older levels of the dig. Bourque noted their surprise:


  The bones of cod were abundant, but we didn’t immediately recognize them as cod because they were so large. As a teenager, I had caught what I considered to be good-sized, 20-inch cod off the Fox Islands, but many of these 4,000-year-old cod were simply huge, 5.5 to 6 feet long and likely in the 100 to 130-pound range.13



  Measuring the remains of the giant fish eventually led to a startling finding about the ancient impact of local fishing, which the Turner’s Farm archaeologists discovered because they worked systematically. At first, the Swordfish Hunters caught numerous very large cod close to shore. As centuries passed, however, they caught fewer, smaller cod and had to go farther out to sea to catch them. We know this because the vertebrae in the midden became smaller and scarcer, and isotopes in these bones showed that, while alive, those later cod had foraged offshore. At the same time, bones of flounder, sculpin, and dogfish became more numerous than cod. Since the changes in these later layers occurred in parallel, it seems that human fishing had put pressure on the local cod stock. In other words, these early dwellers had, in the words of Daniel Pauly, fished down the food web.14

  The reach of human populations was modest enough that these depletions gradually repaired themselves. But they remind us that human impact on ecosystems is longstanding.

  For several thousand years after they seemingly disappeared from the archaeological record, small groups of native peoples continued intermittently to settle on the islands. Across time, the area was populated with various Abenaki tribes, the Maliseet, Passamaquoddy, Micmac, Penobscot—now called the Wabanaki Confederacy. Archaeologists can say a bit about what people hunted and ate, contemporary Wabanaki can narrate their community history, but I have found nothing distinct about them as Fox Island dwellers. We do know that ancestors of contemporary Maine Wabanaki visited, lived and fished continually on the island.

  The island now known as Vinalhaven was first mentioned in writing by Europeans in 1603. Martin Pring (twenty-three years old at the time) captained a voyage of two vessels and forty-three men that sailed from Bristol, England, across the North Atlantic to the unnamed Gulf of Maine, through Penobscot Bay, and down to Cape Cod. Pring came in search of sassafras, used then in Europe to treat syphilis and plague. As he learned, sassafras grew almost everywhere along the East Coast except in Maine; his crew eventually sent home so much from Cape Cod that they glutted the market.

  The young captain wrote about seeing foxes on an island—and while his latitudes don’t match up, many scholars since, recognizing Penobscot Bay from his description, have thought that he was referring to Vinalhaven, North Haven or Hurricane, all of which have since been grouped together as the “Fox Islands.” Describing the “North Coast of Virginia”—as he called northern New England, Pring enthused about the abundance of cod around islands near Vinalhaven—“Heere we found an excellent fishing for Cods, which are better than those of Newfound-land, and withal we saw good and Rockie ground to drie them upon: also we see no reason to the contrary, but that Salt may bee made in these parts, a matter of no small importance.”15

  “Better than those of Newfound-land” was the right selling point to fishermen and investors back home. European explorers initially exulted in the New World’s cod because it was a valuable commodity with a growing market. A good example is in Raimondo de Soncino’s report to the Duke of Milan about John Cabot’s 1497 voyage from Bristol to the New England coast. He writes, “And they say that it is a very good and temperate country . . . they affirm that the sea is covered with fishes which are caught not only with a net but with baskets, a stone being tied to them in order that the baskets may sink in the water.”16

  By 1600, Europeans had been fishing in eastern North America for about 100 years—one older French fisherman named Scavalet had made forty fishing voyages from France to Newfoundland by 1609. The enthusiastic descriptions of the New England fishery sent home by early observers extolled the promise of grounds hitherto unfished by Europeans and, understating hardships, conveyed a sense to would-be participants of a risk worth taking.17

  Religious freedom notwithstanding, early New England settlers and sponsors sought to invest their money so as to accumulate more. If some sailed from the Old World with other ideas in the front of their minds, they reconsidered quickly once they saw the possibilities. Many labored hard and profited mightily from speculating in land, furs, white pine, oak, and cod.18

  Within a century and a half, abundant resources (however wrongfully acquired) made these settlers wealthier, in aggregate, than they would have been had they stayed home. By the time of the American Revolution—Jeffrey Bolster tells us in his remarkable book about New England fishing and environmental history, The Mortal Sea—the thirteen colonies had the highest per capita gross domestic product of any country in the world.19 Cod symbolized that plenitude. In 1776, when Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations, he “singled out the New England cod fishery. . . . [as] an example of how quickly an economy could grow if given a free hand.”20

  Use of the Fox Islands for fishing and foraging by various Wabanaki groups declined during the eighteenth century. From 1675 to 1763, six wars between the British and the French and Indians, together with encroaching European-American fishermen, gradually killed many indigenous Americans and drove those who remained off these fishing grounds.

  Although the 1763 Treaty of Paris ended these wars, and European-Americans, mostly from the Massachusetts Bay Province, began to settle the Fox Islands, peaceful opportunity to build lives there was short-lived. The American Revolution started just twelve years later, disrupting the handful of new settlers. A few enlisted; many left the island to avoid the English warships across Penobscot Bay at Castine. Some who stayed became prisoners of war. Only after the war ended did several hundred new Americans settle permanently on Vinalhaven. Incorporated in 1789, Vinalhaven, North Haven and Hurricane Island were initially one township, with North Haven separating itself in 1846, and Hurricane briefly becoming a separate township in 1878 before being re-annexed by Vinalhaven in 1937.

  It took a few decades for the settlers to turn themselves into a full-fledged fishing community, but it did not take long for groups of islanders to pool their resources and begin to build or invest in small vessels. Fortuitously, Congress authorized a subsidy for the salt cod fishery in 1793 to stimulate boatbuilding as well as the fishery, and to train prospective sailors for naval service. A few years after the War of 1812 ended small vessels became eligible for the lucrative cod bounty—a development very helpful to Vinalhaven. Markets emerged, and fishing enterprises organized.

  Today, a little over 1200 people make their homes on Vinalhaven year-round. A good number of these residents are descendants of the first European-American settlers. Others arrived across the nineteenth century from elsewhere in New England as well as Scandinavia and the British Isles to fish and work in the granite quarries. More recently, some young people, artists, craftsmen, and retirees have migrated to the island in search of natural beauty, quiet, and an active community life.21

  During the summer the population doubles or triples thanks to seasonal residents, renters, motel and lodging guests, and day visitors. Builders and contractors labor to repair and expand homes; boatyards repair and maintain cabin cruisers as well as working boats. Though islanders complain about busy roads and the jammed grocery store in August, to someone from an urban area it seems quiet. Martha’s Vineyard, off Cape Cod in Massachusetts with a land mass not quite 4 times bigger than Vinalhaven, swells from about 15,500 to as many as 200,000 people every summer.22

  A visitor arriving to the island by ferry will glimpse (on a fog-free day) its shoreline of small harbors and inlets scattered with occasional houses, many with a moored lobster boat, a Whaler or rowboat, a dock, and a fishhouse. There are plenty of weathered shingles, and an attractive simplicity and utility in the houses. Much that is visible from the ferry seems either a semi-wild, rocky shore backed by a toothy “fence” of spruce trees or, when peopled, appears “working tidy”—functional, cared for, but not overly manicured.

  When I first visited in 1983, I was struck by the casual ruggedness, and visible tools of fishermen’s labor that marked the place—nets spread out for mending along the edge of a parking lot, piles of lobster traps waiting to go back into the bay. People had work to do.

  By far, the largest source of employment on Vinalhaven today is lobstering. On Sundays, a legally imposed day of rest, the harbor is thick with tied up boats. The fisherman’s daily labor of “steaming” to his or her lobster pots and hauling them is only part of a broader effort that demands a supporting cast onshore—from bait dealers and buyers to trap builders and diesel vendors. Although the variety of catch has lately narrowed and harvesting methods have changed, over more than two-hundred-and-fifty years post-settlement, fishing (hauling lobsters) is still at the heart of the island and its residents’ livelihood.

  Fishing success demands community. The “man alone against the sea” image of Maine fishermen does only partial justice to actual lives. It fails to convey how tight and interdependent fishing communities have had to be in order to finance fishing boats and equipment, and to bear the emotional struggle and risk of the work. It also obscures how men, women and children on the shore must labor as hard as the fishermen. And it ignores how, from colonial times, government policy has often—but not always—promoted the commerce of fishing.

  Conversations with islanders offer a feel for the astounding recent decline of finfish. In the summer of 2015, I sat on the front porch of Marge and Herb Conway’s house talking with them. Herb was born in 1926. The couple married in 1947. As we chatted, neighbors walking past on the sidewalk called out greetings, and others driving by gave a friendly wave and honk.

  Herb, his father and his grandfather were fishermen. “As far as fishing went,” Herb observed, “it’s unbelievable how something could be so great and then be nil. Now, I never thought you would not be able to buy a fish on Vinalhaven, a fresh fish.” Indeed, the market’s fresh fish section is lamentable. The haddock fillets, farmed salmon, and mussels, set out in Styrofoam under plastic wrap on the refrigerated shelf, ride the ferry over from a mainland supplier. Herb compared the present island to the one he knew just after the Second World War. After sardining with his dad for a year or two, he began going out on his own, “and at that time it was great. There was plenty of fish and plenty of lobsters.”23

  As Herb asked, how could something once so great now be nil? The question is as complex as it is existentially mystifying that it has to be asked. Fishing is but one reason for changes in fish populations. Fishermen have long understood that, whatever their own impact, the abundance of local species depends on many other shifting circumstances—water temperature, seasonal timing, variation in sunlight and plankton, the spread of disease, availability and quantity of forage, proliferation of predators, or excessive fishing by others elsewhere.

  In recent centuries, population declines have been caused primarily by humans. Few “catch” records exist for Maine waters before 1870 to help scientists estimate fish abundance or learn the precise history of human impact, although some researchers are now applying novel analytical methods or conversing with fishermen to do so. Fishermen have spent their lives gathering an extensive understanding of their natural surroundings—the ways of ocean, water, weather, and fish. Because this knowledge has mostly been transmitted orally in families, or by working side by side, it isn’t easily visible to outsiders. Older island fishermen with long memories like Herb’s can tell you much about waxing and waning catches across the years. They know what each season brought or did not bring. They know what they found or did not find when they dropped their hooks or set their nets.

  Speculating too much about what caused the bad years was often an unaffordable luxury. While they observed closely, fishermen’s focus was on catching what they could eat or market at the time. If they couldn’t find cod, they did their best to land pollock, hake or haddock instead. No one imagined that a day would come when they could not pursue and catch groundfish (bottom dwelling finfish). No one anticipated the impact of decades of Federal regulations (and somewhat better-attuned state regulations) and commercial trends that favored corporations and bigger boats. Slowly at first, but rapidly growing faster, expensive technology separated small-scale fishermen from their ability to fish for almost any species but lobster, leaving incredulity in their wake. Although some men and women feel bitter, most have been spared from poverty and some made wealthy by the extraordinary resurgence of lobster and its remarkable market prices. Ironically, lobsters have lately flourished in an emptier ocean rather the way wild blueberries sprout up bountifully after a forest fire bares the land.

  Still, older fishermen feel acutely the loss of variety and the seasonal life that went with it. The happiest memories many relayed were conveyed in stories about times when fish were everywhere and biting hard; times when their boats were so deep in hake, cod, or herring, that their only care was getting home without sinking.

  Ivan Olson (1926–2013) recalled a memorable day, around 1980, when he motored out alone to two of the best fishing places near Vinalhaven, Wooden Ball and Seal Island, to long-line for cod. At first it seemed hopeless; but then his luck changed.


  “About noontime I guess I figured this was going to be what we called ‘a broker.’ I wasn’t going to make any money, only coffee money today.

  But there was one other place I knew that I might try on the way home and it’s a real shallow place. Generally, you don’t get a lot on the shallow.”

  He tossed a line in anyway, and after a bit, grabbed it up, “just for the hell of it; and there was a pair of codfish probably 3 or 4 feet long.

  And I sat right there and part of the line never touch bottom. And I was out there 3 or 4 hours.”



  When Ivan got back to the harbor, his sons were home from school. Seeing him in the boat gutting the heap of cod, they jumped in their outboard and raced out to help him.

  He reflected with satisfaction, “That day I was all alone and I caught 2300 pounds all alone.”24

  This abundance of fish resonates with two different but related human pleasures: First, the excitement of having something to trade for something else you want, or to sell at a profit. Second, the primal-adrenalin-rush of catching a lot of something. As Ivan noted, abundance grants the exhilaration of the chase itself, of finding and catching, hunting and gathering, and then it grants the sense of well-being that comes from feeling, thanks to your own efforts, you will have enough.

  The codfish Ivan caught were—for now at least—among the last of what had once been a bounty of nature that made it possible for people to live on Vinalhaven, and for the community to prosper. Needless to say, lucrative harvesting and marketing have by no means been the majority experience. Fishing often brought meager returns to island fishermen. At times it brought overwhelming hardship and required extreme fortitude and resilience. You never knew what the nets would gather. Yet, hope flashed in that uncertainty. An outstanding day that might earn enough money for the season could just be dawning.

  Today, the Vinalhaven community thrives because there are many lobsters, and catching them is often profitable. For a few who fish the most days and go into deeper water, it can be very profitable. A 2021 newspaper story reposts, “The top 20 lobstermen on the island had landings worth an average $579,000 apiece in 2019, placing them among the state’s wealthiest residents, even with their staggering bait and fuel bills and hefty shares paid to sternmen.”

  But for how long? After thirty years of “ever-increasing landings,” the Maine lobster catch fell 23 percent between 2016 and 2019. A likely culprit? Warmer water due to climate change. The effect of the warming has been complex—and almost ironic. The rising water temperature may initially have contributed to the abundance of lobsters, until it crossed a threshold and now could be becoming too warm for them to thrive.25 The future is always opaque; it seems particularly so now.




  I

  FOUNDATIONS




  1

  Whose Island?

  Thousands of years after the Swordfish Hunters inhabited Vinalhaven, Europeans settled in New England. The Pilgrims who founded Plymouth in 1620 knew so little about catching fish that, at first, they often went hungry. But it didn’t take the settlers long to learn. By the late seventeenth century salt cod was sold in colonial markets for local consumption, but most went to Southern Europe or to the Caribbean. By 1700, some Massachusetts’ cod fishermen were venturing far beyond local waters, fishing on the banks off Nova Scotia or even to the Grand Banks.

  The importance of fishing to the New England economy grew during the eighteenth century. On the advent of the American Revolution, it “represented 35 percent of the region’s total export revenue,” which made it “the single most valuable export for this section of the British North American colonies at this time.” Massachusetts ports like Boston, Marblehead, and Ipswich, together with Portsmouth, New Hampshire, were at the heart of the trade. Local fishermen found employment and fish merchants grew wealthy.26

  Some fishermen followed the coast to the northeast and began to fish in Penobscot Bay and the waters immediately around Vinalhaven, or “South Fox Island.” But it could be dangerous since the French claimed the eastern side of Penobscot Bay. Tribal people who had foraged or lived for centuries on Penobscot Bay islands, harvesting fish, birds and birds’ eggs, felt threatened by the interlopers. They became hostile as English intruders proliferated, claimed land, attacked them, and seemed to be taking over. Northern New England became embroiled in turmoil that lasted from the 1670s to the end of the American Revolution.

  Indigenous peoples paid the highest price of this prolonged conflict, but the price could be high as well for seventeenth-and eighteenth-century colonial merchants and for the fishermen who manned their vessels. In 1697, toward the end of intermittent strife now called King William’s War (1688–1699), John Higginson of Salem wrote his brother that he had lost so many ships he was financially ruined. He was not alone: “of sixty-odd fishing ketches of this town but six are left” (his count did not include smaller boats).27

  Destroying fishing vessels was part of war. Fishermen and their vessels were sometimes recruited into battles or made their status ambiguous by becoming privateers. Sometimes native men stole vessels for their own use. Members of coastal tribes were remarkable canoe builders, but they lacked the tools and materials for building and outfitting sailing vessels.28

  Several murderous conflicts convey the struggle over the Fox Islands’ resources and present a granular picture of how the Maine coast and its fish came to belong to the settlers.

  Most famous in its day was the bloody brawl and unlikely victory of the Tilton brothers in 1722, a tale recounted in a contemporary ballad, and later in a history of Ipswich. The eighteenth-century ballad offers, through colonists’ eyes, a glimpse of their interactions with the native people on and around Vinalhaven and helps us understand both the role the growing cod economy played in the 18th century history of Vinalhaven, and the human cost of the fishery.


  Down at an Eastward harbor called Fox Bay,
They in a schooner at an anchor lay,
It was about the fourteenth day of June,
Six stout great Indians in the afternoon
In two canoes on board said schooner came . . .29



  According to the ballad, Jacob and Daniel Tilton, along with a “boy,” sailed northeast from Ipswich, Massachusetts, in a “small vessel” to fish. On a mid-June day in 1722 they anchored “at Fox Island, in Penobscot” and tossed their lines into the water. Fishing trips from Ipswich to the Bay were common, but as this ballad signals, the fishermen feared more than fog. A conflict called “Governor Dummer’s War” (1722–1725) was erupting as the French and their native allies battled the British to settle the boundary between their territorial claims. The Bay was a No Man’s Land.30

  That afternoon one of the brothers looked up from his work to see two canoes of Indians paddling toward them.31 The men, led by “Captain Sam” and “Penobscot Governor,” boarded the fishing vessel and started conversing with the fishermen in broken English. (These men were Penobscots, a band often allied with the English.) In the ballad, the Tilton brothers make a point of their own Englishness, claiming that they are on the same side. But the Penobscot men express anger about mistreatment by the English government, though the grievance is not recorded. Fragile allegiances could shift quickly. Treaties were constantly being broken and atrocities frequently perpetrated, particularly by bounty hunting Colonists paid for native scalps. Hoping to avoid conflict, the Tiltons swore they hadn’t fished in the Bay for a while and knew nothing of the troubles.


  “The Penobscot Nation [is] part of the Wabanaki Confederacy, along with the Abenaki, Passamaquoddy, Maliseet, and Mi’kmaq nations . . . The beginning of the 17th century . . . there were probably about 10,000 Penobscots (a number which fell to below 500 in the early 19th century) . . . From about 1800 onward, the Penobscots lived on reservations.”32



  Suddenly, the Penobscot men jumped the Tiltons and tied them up. “Two principal Indians and four more, came off to them, pretending to be peaceful. But half of them, after a hard struggle, succeeded to tie the hands and feet of Jacob, and the other half did the same to Daniel.” (The boy was not mentioned again until the end of the account.)33

  “Two of the Indians went ashore to tell the result of their enterprise . . .” Things looked grim for the brothers. The remaining attackers started plundering the vessel. Before long, Daniel persuaded one “to lose him that he might get something which they would like.” They untied his legs, but not his hands.34

  While the four native men continued searching the boat, Daniel slowly edged toward a knife. He grabbed it, cut his arms loose, and freed Jacob. “The Indians saw this and rushed toward them.” According to the ballad, the struggle was fierce. The Tiltons, “with their knives, and what other instruments they could furnish themselves with, dispatched the Indians.”35

  One of the four Penobscot men dove off the schooner and swam to shore. The brothers, who were either uncommonly strong or exaggerated their prowess, tore into the three others still on board and threw them overboard. One feebly swam a few strokes before drowning.

  Alive but injured, the other two crawled into a canoe they had tied to the side of the Tiltons’ schooner. Daniel spotted them, picked up a gun, took aim and pulled the trigger. The gun misfired. He then grabbed “a stout great setting pole” (used to move a vessel through shallow water) and drove it down repeatedly, crushing their heads, until the canoe tipped, and they drowned.36

  Now bleeding and weakened, the Ipswich fishermen saw other canoes approaching. Fortunately for them, a sturdy breeze was blowing, “On seeing three canoes on their way toward them, they cut the cable and hoisted the sails, and escaped, though badly wounded.” Too injured to sail far, they steered toward Matinicus Island, where Massachusetts Bay Colony fishermen sometimes camped in summer. There they found men who bandaged and fed them until they could travel. The boy sailed the boat. “The lad, by his activity, was very useful to them. In a few days they reached home.”37

  The story, though recorded as history, reads like a tall tale—with the brothers overpowering twice their number and escaping thanks to a timely breeze. Even if truth was embellished, the tale offers a vivid glimpse of the endless conflict and “frontier” violence that was a part of fishing around the Fox Islands in the 1700s. Colonists willingly took great risks to earn a living. And native people desperately fought back.

  In spite of the danger, men like the Tiltons regularly sailed from Ipswich, Salem and other Massachusetts towns to fish around the Fox Islands. The inshore fishery in Penobscot Bay was more robust and offered less competition than nearer to home.38 In April 1724, two years after the Tilton affair and with Governor Dummer’s War ongoing, Penobscot men again attacked fishermen near the Fox Islands.

  This time, native fighters had “‘a fleet’ of fifty canoes” and had apparently been harassing the Colonists for a while on occasions when the latter went onshore to gather wood and water, or to seek shelter from storms. The Indians planned to head for Monhegan Island to attack the English fishing in its waters, “but going through the Fox Islands, and discovering many vessels at anchor, [they] surprised eight with little or no opposition in which were forty men, of whom they killed twenty.”39

  On August 24 the same year, another small boat fishing near the Southern Fox Island ran into trouble. A group of Indians surprised the fishermen, took them hostage, and held them for ransom, demanding to be paid in gunpowder and shot. Taking hostages to trade for arms was common around the Bay during wartime.

  The native men sent two fishermen back to the mainland to procure the gunpowder, warning that the rest of the crew would be killed if more than two people returned with the “ransom.” The captives and their guards waited through the long, warm August day for the emissaries’ return.

  A boat sailed into view. There were more than two people on deck. Thinking they had been betrayed, the nervous captors hastily murdered their hostages and fled. “The approaching boat,” Vinalhaven historian Sidney Winslow recounts, sailed by, “its occupants blissfully unconscious of the horrible scene . . . in which they were playing such a tragic but innocent part.”40

  Coastal tribes steadily lost ground. Even by 1720, the historian Horace P. Beck estimates that the eastern tribes were only about “500 men strong,” hardly the threat one might fantasize from the stories. In fact, Beck asserts, their numbers were so diminished by 1726 when the war ended, that the few remaining men offered little further resistance.41

  Starting around 1724, some native families, their kin dead, their tribes decimated, took to the sea in makeshift houseboats, attempting to save their lives. They sailed or rowed, hid in coves, and moved continually around Penobscot Bay. Beck explains, “With the English marching up and down in the land, burning villages and killing every red man, woman and child they could lay hand on . . . [the native population] was faced with either death by starvation or death by the sword. Many of them, as a last, desperate measure, stole ships—not for battle or ransom, but as a new home. They could live aboard and survive by sealing and fishing. The men were near their families and could defend them.” In this way they tried to hang on and await better times.42

  After 1726, when Governor Dummer’s Wabanaki-English war ended, the tiny surviving bands of Penobscot families that continued to fish around the Fox Islands had no way to protect themselves; they tried to persuade the colonial government to uphold treaties, with little success.

  Several decades later, a long struggle between several Penobscot men and a colonist on nearby Matinicus offers a picture of early island life in the mid-eighteenth century amid ongoing tensions. The English settlers involved were not just random folks, but the ancestors of many people fishing on Vinalhaven today. Their story illustrates the rough and tumble of how land changed hands, and what it could mean to “settle” on an island.


  “Matinicus Island, about 2 miles long and of varying width, has an area of 720 acres. It is 18 miles out from Rockland and appears to have a greater variety of vegetation than any of the other islands that far from the mainland. The shores are mostly rock bound, but there are three sand beaches extensive enough to furnish favorable habitat for sand-loving plants. . . . The plants that fix the character of the landscape on Matinicus are the abundant spruces, the low grasses. . . . Shrubs . . . are blueberry, huckleberry, and bunchberry, and outside, bayberry and juniper.”43



  In 1751, Ebenezer Hall, with his second wife, Mary, and their five children, settled on Matinicus—the first year-round residents in some decades. Since the early seventeenth century, European and Colonial fishermen had camped there seasonally; and periodically, before hostilities with the French heated up, there had been semi-permanent fishing settlements. When Hall and his family arrived, they had the place to themselves.44

  Ebenezer Hall was tough and seemingly fearless. He built a cabin, farmed and fished. The thin soil made it hard to feed his cows. To grow hay, he burnt over a nearby island called Green Island.45 According to Colonial law in those years, unsettled islands were reserved for tribal use. Green Island rightfully belonged to Penobscot bands that paddled there to collect birds’ eggs, hunt seals and birds, and fish in the surrounding water. Hall’s activities infuriated them.

  Familiar with the terms of the treaty, several Penobscot men warned Hall not to burn the island again. He ignored them and harassed any Penobscot who hunted or fished nearby. Some months later the native men initiated a meeting with colonial officials to complain.

  A transcription from August 15, 1751, quotes a native spokesman named Loron, who expressed the group’s palpable frustration: “There is a house upon an Island in Penobscot Bay that spoils our hunting. The Island is our Livelihood. The people there scare the Seals and Fowl. Govr Dumr’s treaty says we shan’t loose a foot of ground.”46

  Nothing improved. On April 25, 1753, four Penobscot men wrote a letter to Governor Spencer Phips of Massachusetts, complaining that all the harassment was going one way, and bidding the Governor to intervene and support their rights—so they would not have to take matters into their own hands. The letter captures their frustration and helplessness. Although they threaten to remove Hall themselves, they would prefer not to.


  To the Governour

  Brother, you did not harken to us about the Englishman on the Island, he hurts us in our seiling & fowling . . . we don’t hinder him from fishing, if you don’t Remove him in two Months, we shall be obliged to do it ourselves. We have writ to you before and have had no answer, if you don’t answer to this we shan’t write again. . . . I salute you and all the Council Present in behalf of the Penobscot Tribe. [signed] Cosemes, Modobt, Chebnood, Mugdumbawit.47



  On June 13, 1753, Governor Phips directed Captain Jabez Bradbury to remove Hall who, he noted, did not own the property he occupied on Matinicus. “Sir—Whereas one Ebenr Hall has settled himself on the Island of Montinicus, at which the Penobscot Indians have taken much umbrage alleging that by his means they are much disturbed in their Fowling at said place, and it not appearing that the said Hall has any property in the said Island . . .” Phips directed Bradbury to gather as many men as he needed, and to remove Hall—if possible without using violence. He rationalized his order by suggesting that otherwise the Indians would show “their resentment against him.”48 Nothing happened, and Hall remained on Matinicus.

  Besides serving as Massachusetts Lieutenant Governor, and twice as its acting Governor, Phips, from 1719 on, also developed land on Maine’s mid-coast by attempting to attract settlers to the newly incorporated towns of Warren and Thomaston. This seemingly put him in the position of profiting by selling land that belonged to the native people he was charged with protecting. Members of local bands were most unhappy about this contradiction. In fact, tensions over these land sales helped start Dummer’s War.49

  The Green Island struggle remained unresolved, and another round of fighting started in 1754. After a colonial Militiaman named James Cargill led a surprise raid at Owl’s Head, killing and scalping a dozen Penobscots, the tribe decided they might do better to side with the French. In November 1755, in retaliation for their switching sides, Phips put a high bounty on their scalps. This conflict, part of what was called the “French and Indian War,” came to be fought on a global scale.

  Two years later, in this new political context, a Penobscot group laid siege to Hall’s house on Matinicus. Hall and Mary lived there with two of her children by her first marriage (to a soldier who died battling the French) and the three children they had together. According to one story, Hall and his son, also named Ebenezer, were out fishing when the attackers appeared. On his return, Hall Sr. was immediately jumped and murdered by the Penobscots.50

  According to Mary’s written testimony, there was a longer siege
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