





Letter from the Editor

Much of New England’s profound
effect on people, for residents as well as
those “from away,” comes from the way
in which the landscape and character of
its people change from mile to mile,
township to township. To be sure, there
are underpinnings which bind the region
into a whole, but each island like each
valley and town possesses a startlingly
individual character up to and including
a kind of alienation from those in the
next valley, the next town. “They’re
different, over there...,” we’ll be told,
or say, or feel.

But islanders have more in common
with each other than with mainlanders
who might live closer by. The reason, of
course, is that islanders share the stamps
of the past more tenaciously and jealously
than do places elsewhere. Matched only
by certain places in the Deep South, our
island communities show very strongly
the effects of tradition: the signs, sym-
bols and values required for the conduct
of island life.

Islands in fact are the quintessence of
New England. Roads belie how, to some
degree or other, all New Englanders are
islanders. By their very nature more
isolated from cosmopolitan economic
options, islands bear their historic stamps
boldly, and in this they find their pride—
an attractive and compelling sense of
singularity and character on the one hand
and problems—sometimes excruciating
and unsolvable—on the other that can
lead to the social death of the island
community.

In one sense, the coast of Maine is a
boneyard, a cemetery of maritime com-
munities that could not sustain their life
ways against the onslaught of history.
The list is sad, and too long: Eagle, Butter,
Bartletts, Hurricane, Crotch, Cushings,
Criehaven and Damariscove, to name a
few. At one time all had viable year-round
communities, each thriving in its own
particular way; now they are memories,
fading glass plates, and molding county
records.

Maine’s island communities are, in
effect, indicators for the rest of rural
New England. If islands bear their stamps
larger, and recoil or respond to changes
more sensitively, then there is value in
addressing the Bad News along with the
Good. Just as Pennsylvania coal miners
used to take a canary with them into the
mines, to be their monitor of dangerous
gases, New England must watch her
islands, and learn from them. The miners
loved their bird. We must love our islands,
for they are sensitive models of the conse-
quences of ostensibly small decisions and
changes, which on islands become compar-
atively much larger than in mainland com-
munities of otherwise similar character.

The first issue of /sland Journal had its
own special job to do, not the least of
which was to introduce itself and the
Island Institute, to establish some broad
editorial and programmatic concerns, and
to stimulate interest and participation in
the island forum that it is meant to be.
This, our second issue, refines those pur-
poses, but more importantly expands

Peter Ralston

them by broaching some of the Bad News
along with the more fun Good News.
Response to the first issue was marvelous,
given the trepidations that are part of any
new venture. We think that our proper
response is to be sure that our founda-
tion, our ‘‘early days,” include some
reportage, penetration, and assessment of
the islands’ darker sides; not just to avoid
the possible charge of being simply a
promotional publication designed to
make everyone feel good, but also be-
cause the only true service to islands must
include some woe with the glee, ugliness
with the beauty, stupidity with the
intelligence.

We can learn a lot by studying what
happened in the past when certain kinds
of events happened and certain kinds of
decisions were made. So, there is some
Bad News history in these pages. Simi-
larly, certain islands today are directly
addressing contemporary Bad News in
various ways, often in climates of hot
debate between different interests, and
these situations, issues, and consequences
must be of compelling interest to all of
us, not just islanders, but rural New
Englanders and Americans generally.
When the canary died, the miners got out.
When islanders get out, islands die.

Uniqueness and character have their
price, and certainly by now there is clear
evidence that certain ways of meeting
these costs appear to betray their adver-
tised or intended purpose. Ask anyone
who used to like Nantucket. Carry on a
conversation on Swans Island, or French-
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You see now people are so used to coming in; they have
their boat and can be to Tenants Harbor in 1% hours.
Matinicus doesn’t have as many people on it as it used
to. They’re all going to Florida, California or Hawaii or
someplace to spend the winter. They make so much
money out there in the summer that they are well-to-
do. The ones that stay there are young fellows that
think it is romantic or else they haven’t enough money.
They stay in a camp somewhere and wish there were
a mailboat.

I read about Monhegan. It sounds like they have so
much fun out there in the winter. They always get to-
gether and have suppers and things.

When did regular boat service to Criehaven stop?

It used to be so nice. They had a boat leaving Rockland
about half past 7 in the morning and it would be out to
Criehaven about 10 or so. The man running it for years
had a bad Coast Guard inspection and everybody said he
was too old to start investing in a new boat. There were
different ones who talked about it, but nobody wanted
to go ahead with it.

Anyhow, he just let the boat go. He didn’t spend any
money on it after it got bad, and then the Coast Guard
came down on him after awhile. They had to. But before
that there was another fellow ran the mail. I think he
was 16 or 18, around that. He was a Matinicus Ames,
and he started in with a little power boat to carry the
mail. Then he got something bigger and bigger and finally
Criehaven and Matinicus got together and made an asso-
ciation and bought this boat. She may have been around
60 feet; I don’t think she was 65 feet. When he couldn’t
get into Crichaven harbor—this was before the break-
water—he went around to Seal Cove and anchored there
and the fellows hauled a dory across that flat place down
to Seal Cove and went out and picked up mail and
groceries.

But there weren’t very many times when that fellow
didn’t come across the bay. I’ve come across with him
sometimes when I’ve had to lay on the floor of the pilot-
house. You just couldn’t sit up or stand up it was so
rotten, but he felt he signed up for 11 o’clock in the
morning and that was it.

I can remember one morning I was sitting down in
the cabin wanting to go home. The tide was getting low
and I kept looking up at the top of the dock, and he and
the engineer disappeared. By and by they came back and
he come down and he got a cup of coffee and they sat
there and stared at each other. I said, ‘““You going up the
bay?” “Well,” he’d say, and he’d get up and stick his
head out the hatch there, and he’d say, “Well, I want to.
I don’t want to wait till tomorrow.” Then he went off
again and by and by they’d come back and this time
they had the mail bag and we started out. And we got
out by the Muscle Ridge Islands. Oh, boy! Stewart never
steered by the compass. Not by my way of thinking. He
steered by the waves. He just seemed to look out the
window and once in a while he would turn that wheel
and we’d either drown or go up to the moon. That’s just
the sensation you had. He just sat there and never said a
word. We might as well of been on a lake that didn’t
have a ripple.

I’d say, “Stewart aren’t you scared?”

“What’s there to be scared of?”

And I'd say, “I don’t know but you know she’s old
and you’re doing an awful lot of pounding.”

“Well,” he said, ““I think we’ll get out there alright.”
And we did. It was nice to get into Criehaven Harbor
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and find there was a breakwater that you could get in
behind.

Why do you think Matinicus is still going as a commu-
nity? It’s as isolated as Criehaven and hardly has any
boat service except once a month.

Matinicus ancestors go way back to the Revolution and
before that, even to the Indian wars. There’s something
grown into them I think. They are a different breed.
You see at the end Criechaven went and hired all these
people to come there and work and then they settled.
They were foreigners, actually—Swedes and Irishmen,
and so forth. There were French Canadians. When I grew
up I listened to more different accents like my grand-
father’s and grandmother’s. I could hardly understand
them when I was a little kid because they had such
strong accents. But over on Matinicus, they all talked
Yankee. I'm talking about what I knew when I was
younger.

But now the people that have moved out to Crie-
haven are all from in here on the main shore. They are
not old-timers that I knew, who are gone. A new batch
have taken their place from Spruce Head, Pleasant Point,
Cushing, Owls Head.

But on Matinicus the people fish there and work
there and their kids keep coming along in the steps of
their fathers. They’ve got all that (common) undivided
land on the island. Maybe some of it’s been sold here
and there but everybody has a little interest in it where
it’s been undivided property all these years, even if they
are one of 95 kids. They say, “My grandfather fished
over there and my father and my uncle and I got a right.”
So even if they don’t have a place to build a house or
camp, a fisherman like that can come out in a boat and
live in the harbor. If they live aboard a boat in the har-
bor, they go off lobstering their traps and they get to
Matinicus that way, you see. Their blood is in there from
the beginning.

So I feel that on Matinicus if they get a decent mail-
boat and a decent fellow to run the store, that island will
come back. But on Criehaven, where the summer people
own so much, there will never be much of a chance now
for men, for a town. Course their harbor is small, and
there is not much room for any (mailboat) wharf.

And, the fishermen themselves want to keep it limited.

It used to be when they were rigging those dories with a
little sail and oars, and rowing away out past Matinicus
Rock, and coming in after dark at night, and cutting the
fish up and gutting them before they could sit down and
eat their supper; them times was hard. Hard? Lobsters
were two cents apiece! Then things began to come up
and up, and pretty soon, my goodness, they had a sail-
boat with a sail and you could sit there at a tiller and
you didn’t have to row and could take it a little easy.

My grandpa had a little sailboat called Truth Sake.
She was the cutest little old thing and he went lobstering
in her. He had a little farm there with a cow, pig, chick-
ens and garden. He was well off and his cellar was full.
What money he made, he’d buy some sugar and tea and
coffee and he lived to be 84 years old. He was busy
every day of his life; that was his idea of living. He used
to tell us kids that we were soft, that we didn’t know
what it was to work, but I don’t know how they could
have it any softer than today. They have radios and
depth finders, radar and color fishfinders. Then on top
of that those fellows don’t cut a bit of their own wood.
You see, they never went through what my father or
grandfather did. That’s why Criehaven will never come
back.



SCHOOLS
ON
ISLANDS

A few years ago, Tom Gjelten, a
teacher on North Haven, wrote the excel-
lent book, Schooling in Isolated Commu-
nities. /n it, he writes about that most
painful dilemma in the life of young
islanders—whether to leave or stay.

Clearly, island schools must serve the
needs of both those who decide to leave
and those who stay, and in the process
help kids sort through the various in-
house prejudices of teachers, peer groups
and parents that tend to favor one choice
over the other. Sound island-oriented
curricula would serve both needs, for
islands have great physical presences; fas-
cinating histories for study of social,
technological, and land-use history,; and
finally, literature in the form of fiction,
oral history, and poetry.

To be sure, general traditional curric-
ula ought not to be abandoned. But for
both those whose future lies offisland,
and for those who will stay, we believe
students’ needs are better served if some
regular component of their school expe-
rience deals with materials that are im-
mediate and local.

The following are voices from island
teachers, parents and administrators con-
cerning the challenges and opportunities
of island education.

Ed.

“There are not many New England
communities whose geographic location
is as unique as Maine’s offshore islands.
There are, however, many rural towns in

The Monhegan School, 1984

which the experience of isolation is famil-
iar, though ironically, each believes
deeply in its own singularity.” Schooling
in Isolated Communities, by Tom Gjelten,
goes on to point out that rural living is
more and more isolated today as our
national culture has become increasingly
centralized and urbanized. Only the
remotest of towns have escaped the regu-
lations that force them to consolidate
with many other towns for the education
of their young. Consequently, only there
—in these isolated communities—does one
still find the self-reliant, self-contained
social systems that form classic commu-
nities and community schools.

“A rural school or island school is
more than just the teachers. The commu-
nity authorizes the school, validates the
staff, and in the end owns the school. The
teachers serve as workers in the school.
Most of the practical skills which rural
people use in their lives were, after all,
not learned in school. Islanders are gener-
alists. Island teachers who also are gener-
alists convey skills and knowledge less
likely to be abstract and formal and more
likely to be of practical significance and
application,” continues Gjelten.

Susan Myer Fahlgren, a teacher on
Islesford (Little Cranberry Island) says,
“For the most part I have felt the island
atmosphere positive and very supportive
of the school. On occasion, the elder citi-
zens see little need in introducing new
ideas or programs.” On the island Susan
draws from the excellent local Wm. D.
Sawtelle Museum, and from long-time
residents, the fishermen’s co-op, writers

and artists “who readily share and are
appreciated.”

Patricia Whitney, teaching now on
Peaks Island and formerly on North
Haven, compares the two islands by citing
differences between her two island teach-
ing experiences, “Children might see their
parents on Peaks Island only three hours
a day if their parents work in town. It’s a
transient community with less allegiance
to the island. There just does not seem to
be time for the extras like PTA or any
involvements. Looking around you at
Peaks gives you the sense of being special
for being on the island, yet fully aware of
the industry, education, business and
society which act as role models to
inspire children to ‘another life’ they
have off-island. Looking around you at
North Haven gives you the sense of being
apart from the rest of the world—a little
special to be on the island, yet unknow-
ing of the specialness that’s also ‘out
there’.”

Perry Westbrook wrote of island
teacher Mrs. Muir in Biography of an
Island: “‘An example of what prolonged,
devoted, and intelligent work can do with
the children of an island community is
the work of Mrs. Gladys Muir at French-
boro on Long Island Plantation, just four
miles east of Swans. For more than 20
years she served the village of about 80
people, as teacher under the pay of the
plantation, and as minister under the pay
of the Maine Seacoast Mission. Hers is
one of the nation’s model one-room
schools. Her methods were progressive
without being chaotic. In her teaching she
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Island Farm Childhood

Damariscove Island

Those first twelve years on Damar-
iscove made me strong and was the
foundation of my lifc to hold me
through the trials of my future. Not
because it was difficult but because it
was peaceful, with no fighting. We
were as free as the birds. That life
makes you rugged of body and makes

you help other pcople.
I was brought up on the water, and
I was much happier there than on the
land. I'm not afraid of it, I loved it.
We were sca people. 1 was raised with
the seagulls. How long do you think
you can lock the sea gulls on the land?
Not long! I still prefer anisland to the
mainland because this doesn’t chal-
lenge me here. It’s much more interest-
ing down there to make your own
way, and it’s much more of a challenge

to life.

—Alberta Poole, in Coming of
Age on Damariscove Island,
by Carl Griffin and Alaric Faulkner,
(Northeast Folklore, 1980)

Island Quarry Childhood

Hurricane Island

For a child it was a beautiful place;
sca all about us, the squash and
morning glory vines climbing up the
cottage walls, and columbine springing
out of solid rock.

We had a pond to skatc on in the
winter and a swimming place with a
nice beach in the summer. We fished
for pollock, cunners and flounders off
the wharves, and ran over the rocks
like deer.

[ best recall how my mother looked
the day we got into the boat and
pulled out of sight of our house tilted
therc on the rock. She put her hands
over her face for just a moment, then
turned to us fierce as an cagle and
cried: ‘Stop your playing and look
back at Hurricane!” We were young
ones then, excited about going to the
mainland, and had no notion the
island had come to an ecnd. Now on
nights when a bad storm hits Penob-
scot Bay, 1 think of Hurricane out
east’ard there, abandoned forever, and
remember the good times—the bad
ones, too—with real forlornness.

—*“Life and Death of an Island,”
Downeast, Feb.-Mar. 1957

Jane F. Radcliffe is Curator of Domestic
and Fine Arts at the Maine State Museum
in Augusta. She has recently organized
the exhibit “Mainely Children,” focusing
on 19th-century Maine childhoods, on
display through 1985.





































































































































































































