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Log of the Fish Hawk 
PHILIP W. CONKLING 

U
:-S:l.lKE ISI.A:-S:D Wl:-S:TERS, which we 
measure in the number of boats 
lost and dreams dashed by lash­
ing gales and freezing spray, the 

summer of '86 wore us thin with little wor­
ries. Uncharacteristically, May and June 
were fine as spring warmth worked its way 
into the interior hollows of thousands of 
island hiding places where white mayflow­
ers and yellow Clintonia lilies stiffiy unfold 
in the spruce woods understory. 

But as June wore on toward the equinox 
the weather patterns began to deteriorate. 
We were anxiously awaiting delivery of the 
new Fish Hawk since we had a crew of six 
volunteers out on Damariscove Island help­
ing the new owners of the magnificent, 
abandoned Life Saving Station begin reno­
vations. We were helping out there in ex­
change for future use of the one-time cook 
shack as a temporary research station to­
ward the time when unraveling the colonial 
archeology of this remarkable island might 
begin. (See Island Journal, Vol. II, for two 
stories on Damariscove.) 

There is nothing more likely to make you 
feel like a fish out of water than to have a 
work crew four miles offshore with whom 
you're conferring over a myriad of organiza­
tional and interpersonal details via VHF 
radio and using a borrowed boat in the 
meantime. The weather was no help as one 
logy low pressure cell after another gave way 
to fog mulls. Progress on Damariscove pro­
ceeded in barometric fits and starts. 

But the following week when we 
launched the new 26-foot Fish Hawk with its 
twin 115 h.p. Yamahas, the world suddenly 
brightened. As soon as she was up on a 
plane in the Line kin Bay chop we knew we 
had a seaboat. Only three feet longer than 
last year's 23-foot Seaway, the new Fish Hawk 
has a deep-vee configuration carried further 
aft. And she is beamy, wonderfully beamy. 
From the moment we stepped aboard she 
felt exactly like what she is: a big-little, light, 
solid, shoal-draft, go-fast, go-anywhere boat. 
We were seaborn again and headed for 
Damariscove for the final week of work 
there. 

This I3-foot Boston Whaler was a gift to 
the Island Institute. 
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The rest of July was soupy. George Putz, 
Peter Ralston and I spent three days in mid­

July in the Fish Hawk between Criehaven 
and Matinicus harbors working on an as­
signment, living aboard, walking the wild 
back shores of the two islands, listening to 
VHF chatter, and talking to fishermen. 
Criehaven's 12 summer lobstermen have in­
stituted their own private trap limit (600 
traps per boat) around the island, almost 
unbeknownst to anyone else. No fanfare, no 
state law, no Department of Marine Resow·­
ces negotiations. As can only happen in iso­
lated places, the fishermen simply agreed 
among themselves that a trap limit made 
good sense in the waters around this island, 
a world away from the mainland. 

Neighboring Matinicus fishermen were 
still geared up for the yearly lobster spurt 
and characteristically weren't saying much 
about the season's prospects. But they were 
curious to see what the Fish Hawk's twin 115s 
would "do" over the bottom - it being near 
shedder season and therefore lobsterboat 
racing time in places like Jonesport, Sto­
nington and Winter Harbor. Although Sea­
ways are no strangers to lobstermen, many 
of whom sta1ted fishing from the open
commercial hulls which the company has 
produced for years, the Yamaha twins were 
something of a novelty, particularly on a 
26-foot hull with an 11-foot beam.

The appearance of the motors, hanging
like twin rising suns off the stern of the Fish 
Hawk, was like waving the starting flag in 
racing season. Since we were still breaking 
in the engines, we didn't know her speed 
and couldn't afford to find out, although we 
couldn't help but wonder ourselves. 

August's gifts were meager. We left for a 
four-day trip early in the month aboard the 
Fish Hawk for Merchant Row, Swan's Island 
and Frenchboro. Sweeping out around the 
southern rim of Vinalhaven's bear-teeth 
ledges, we crossed East Penobscot Bay in a 
gentle swell and made Sparrow Island just 
before sundown. We tossed the anchor in a 
little cove near Russ Island and turned in. 

When we awoke the fog had shut down 
most of the activity along Stonington's long, 
busy waterfront where we met a crew of 
sheepmen from Muscongus Bay who might 
be interested in sheep pasturage on places 
like Russ and Conary islands. We picked up 
a few supplies at Atlantic Hardware, hoping 
the fog would scale a bit before we cast off, 
and figured we'd be running timed courses 
over the water and guessing the tide set. 

About an hour and a half later we made 
Conary Island and started out into the 
abandoned pastureland to talk about sheep. 
Perhaps two thirds of this 100-acre island is 
overgrown field rapidly being choked off by 
cat spruce and alder. The Conary Islanders 
remember when the land and seascape vis­
tas were more open, revealing the long view, 

the large day; when hiking across the island 
to visit a cellarhole or to scaling the height of 
land meant rambling not thrashing; and 
when the foreground patchwork of dark 
spruce copses against the background of 
yellow-brown island pasture created a sense 
of connectedness and visual diversity. 

They have tried, annual resolution after 
annual resolution, to cut enough spruce and 
alder each summer to even the score be­
tween the edge of the meadow and the re­
lentless woody growth. But it isn't even close. 
Even in those areas where the brush ad­
vance has been checked, raspber

r
y canes

and field rose are overtopping summer 
brown grasses. You might wonder how a 
Maine islander could honestly wor

r
y about

too many ripe red rose hips or sweet black 
and red raspberries, but if you saw 60 acres 
of them, you'd be appalled. 

Regardless of where you go, the questions 
islanders ask about sheep are similar: Who 
will shear them if they are put out on the 
island? Will they survive a winter or must 
they be taken ashore? Will they become 
rustled mutton during deer season? Where 
do they get water? Do they get along with 
dogs? How many would it take to keep a 
pasture open? Do they eat alder and spruce? 
(The 1985 Island Institute Conference Pro­
ceedings on Sheep Raising have further de­
tails and a few answers to these questions.) 
Although every circumstance is unique, we 
know that sheep have-an important role to 
play in maintaining ecological diversity on 
Maine islands. 

The next morning, the third solid day of 
fog, we headed for Frenchboro for the An­
nual Lobster Festival and meeting of the 
Frenchboro Future Development Corpora­
tion. The wate1front was full of all manner 
boats when we arrived and the Annual 
Lobster Festival was in full gear. Over but­
tered rolls, potatoes and lobster, David Lunt, 
the island's head selectman, master of ce­
remonies and chief logistician, related the 
story of the transportation nightmare that 
had occurred that morning on the main­
land. 

The Swan's Island fer
r
y crew, which was

on line to transport the expected 150 guests 
from Bass Harbor to the festival, had gone 
to considerable effort to augment the Everett

Libby's standard complement of 75 life 
jackets. By borrowing 75 extra jackets from 
the ferry William Silsby, the standby boat, 150 
life jackets were aboard as passengers lined 
up at the terminal. Moments before board­
ing, several U.S. Coast Guard inspectors ar­
rived and ruled that because the additional 
jackets borrowed for the occasion had a dif­
ferent vessel name spray-painted on them, 
they were illegal. The discussion with Coast 
Guard was over before it began and 75 peo­
ple, all of whom had bought tickets in ad­
vance, were turned away. Since the festival 
raises virtually the entire budget for the 
Frenchboro church, the loss of revenue was 
substantial and sad. Mainland I; Island 0. 

The festival wound down along towards 
Saturday evening. We had kept an eye on 
the ceiling of low, fog-like clouds creeping 
in throughout the afternoon and decided to 
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RAZOR'S EDGE 
DR. RICHARD H. PODOLSKY 

T
HERE ARE Pl.ACES in northern Can­
ada where when an American 
Robin is spotted people drop what­
ever they are doing and run from 

miles around just to see it. Every plant and 
animal on earth, no matter how common to 
you or me, has a place where it would be 
considered rare or biza1Te, or even give rise 
to local legend and birth to whole mytholo­
gies. Every tree, snail, bird or bat has an edge 
to its range, a margin, a someplace where it 
is considered utterly special. For the Razor­
bill, the islands of Maine are the edge of its 
universe. 

The Razorbill is a member of the auk or 
alcid family, which includes 23 of the most 
fascinating inhabitants of the surface of the 
sea. Sixteen alcids are found in the North 
Pacific and seven in the North Atlantic. In 
addition to the Razorbill, the other orth 
Atlantic alcids are the Common Mun-e, 
Thick-billed Murre, Black Guillemot, the 
Atlantic Puffin and the Dovekie. All six of 
these alcids can be seen in Maine waters but 
the Razorbill is the real standout. Guillemots 
are as common as lobster pot bouys and 
although the Puffin is still rare, people are 
seeing too many of them on posters, at gas 
stations and on pot-holders, and too few on 
the water. The seventh North Atlantic alcid, 
the strange and flightless Great Auk, has 
been extinct since 1844. 

Any time a Razorbill is spotted around the 
islands of Maine it is a special event. The 
Razorbill is the largest, rarest and by far the 
prettiest auk in the Gulf of Maine. At the 
extreme southern margin of their range 
here in Maine, they breed north to the Can­
adian Maritimes, Green land, Iceland, 
Northwest Russia, Scandanavia, the British 
Islands and south to the coast of France. 
Along the way north the Razorbill becomes 
more abundant and is successively referred 
to as ice-bird, sea crow, tinker or just plain 
auk. Our name, "Razorbill," refers to the 
bird's thin upper mandible. 

PAST AND PRESENT STATUS 

Razorbills are common nowhere. Accord­
ing to estimates compiled by the Canadian 
Wildlife Service, the total world breeding 
population is estimated to be around 
700,000. This is the second smallest total 
world breeding population of any of the 
Atlantic alcids (the Black Guillemot, al­
though the most abundant alcid in Maine, 
appears to have the smallest total world 
population at 200,000). The roughly 330 Ra­
zorbills breeding in the Gulf of Maine are 
thus less than one tenth of one percent of 
the total world population. Even in the geo­
graphic center of its range (Labrador and 
Iceland), Razorbill colonies rarely exceed 
more than a few hundred pairs of birds. 
There are in excess of 3,000 islands in the 
Gulf of Maine but only four of them are 
graced with a breeding population of this 
singularly elegant seabird. 

Razorbills appear to be rebounding 
slowly and steadily since they were extir­
pated in Maine from 1894 to 1923. Histori­
cally, six Gulf of Maine islands were known 
to support Razorbills, but almost nothing is 
known of the size of these former colonies. 
As part of a contract from the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service to the Island Institute, we 
visited each of the four active colonies in 
1986, conducting Razorbill counts and in­
terviewing biologists on the status of the 
birds. Machias Seal Island has about 100 
breeding pair, Matinicus Rock 40 breeding 
pair, Old Main Island 27, and Freeman 
Rock perhaps two pair. The Gulf of Maine 
supported approximately 330 breeding Ra­
zorbills in 1986. The total number of Razor­
bills seen this past summer was in excess of 
600. The 300 birds over and above the
known breeders are sub-adults (it takes Ra­
zorbills five years to reach reproductive ma­
turity) or non-breeding adults. It is typcial of
most alcids that between 30 percent and 60
percent of the birds you observe at a colony
are non-breeding "loafers."

Razorbills, along with most of the sea­
birds in the Gulf of Maine, were persecuted 
by eggers and hunters from 1700 to the early 
1900s. By 1890 Razorbill numbers were sub­
stantially reduced throughout its range and 
the bird was considered extinct along the 
coast of Maine. Beginning in the 1920s Ra­
zorbills began to slowly reappear in Maine. 
Currently, the major threat to the auks (and 
other seabirds as well) are pollution, compe­
tition with fisheries, and disturbance of their 
nesting islands. These threats work in com­
bination with the Razorbill's low reproduc­
tive output of only a single egg per year to 
make them a highly vulnerable species. 

PROTECTING SIGNIF1CANT GENETIC 

LANDSCAPES 

What is the significance of peripheral 
populations? Numerically, Maine's Razor­
bills are so few that one might rightfully ask, 
why the bother? However, from the stand­
point of genetics, marginal populations are 
the evolutionary frontier, the ecological 
"front line" where a species is pitted against 
its natural environmental ban-iers. Each 
offspring that survives the guantlet at the 
edge is an "experiment" in genetics. Success 
or failure of these experiments will control 
whether a species is expanding its range or 
is suffering a range contraction. Peripheral 
populations, although typically small, are 
significant genetic resources, the raw mate­
rial for evolution. 

Conservation biologists now talk about 
preserving genetic diversity rather than pre­
serving an individual species. The preserva­
tion of genetic diversity is the preservation 
of future evolutionary possibilities. This 
concept allows us to ask, "What are our sig­
nificant genetic landscapes?" On the global 
scale the answer to this question is, without 
doubt, the tropical forests that encircle the 
equator. Regionally the answer is islands 
and edges. 

Because of the offshore collision and 
mixing of the cold Labrador Current with 
the warm Gulf Stream, the Maine coast and 
islands have more than their share of plants 
and animals whose ranges terminate here. 
Spruce trees, numerous wild flowers, most of 
Maine's seabirds, and a host of marine or­
ganisms (to name a few) live on the edge of 
their ranges on the Maine coast. It is critical 
that we identify, protect and monitor these 
edges and islands and treat them as the 
significant genetic landscapes that they are. 

The loss of the Great Auk makes the pre­
servation of all alcids, especially its nearest 
relative, the Razorbill, all the more impor­
tant. Who knows, given the opportunity, the 
protection of their habitat, and a few million 
years of evolution, Maine's Razorbills may 
just surprise us and supply the North Atlan­
tic with another Great Auk. 
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Charlie Rowe's Tuna 

Cranberry Isles 
No Parking Please 

Carol Sue Jones 

w11 r:--: IS A:--: ISI.A:--:n not an asset to its main­
land base? The answer, as Cranberry Island 
residents found out last summer, is when the 
mainland community is experiencing a 
tourist boom and parking crunch of its own. 

For years winter and summer residents of 
the Cranberry Isles have reached the island 
by private passenger ferry. At first the fen)' 
carried passengers and mail from Seal Har­
bor, then from Southwest Harbor and pres­
ently from Northeast Harbor. The boats 
have always been passenger rather than car 
ferries, and neither the town of Cranben)' 
Isles nor the various companies that ser­
viced the islands through the years have 
ever owned land on the mainland. The host 
mainland town provided a parking lot, and 
the islanders patronized the local mer­
chants. It is on the mainland across Eastern 
Way that Cranberry Islanders buy food and 
other supplies for their homes, do their 
banking, insure their homes, cars and boats, 
depend on the craftsmen there for repairs, 
and go to the local doctor, dentist, pharmacy 
and travel agent. ln other words, they car­
ried on a symbiotic relationship with the 
mainland community where the boat docks 
and the cars park. 

As more summer folks flocked to the is­
lands with more cars, it became necessary to 
use two parking lots instead of one, and 
sometimes in the middle of August cars were 
parked on the street for a few weeks in peak 
season. 

Northeast Harbor has been experiencing 
a tourist boom of its own. New shops have 
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this? The upper lot has a new sign - two­
hour parking only. Better see about that 
permit. A friendly, or in some cases not-so­
friendly, inquiry at the police station in­
forms you that there is a long waiting list for 
parking permits and there is no place in 
town that you can park for 24 hours except 
maybe some little side street. By this time 
your family on the boat is half-way to the 
island and you are ll)'ing to remember why 
you came here. To get away from what? 

As more and more summer residents ar­
rived tempers flared, misinformation 
abounded, letters were written, influence 
was peddled, talk of boycotting Northeast 
merchants was voiced, ad hoc committees 
were formed, meetings were held and the 
parking rule stayed! Shortly old-fashioned 
Yankee ingenuity and entrepreneurship 
provided some solutions to the parking 

[ problem. Some island residents began to 
�- rent parking spaces from several new pri­
f vate lots around town while others made 
!;: private arrangements with friends or ac-
g quaintences on the mainland. 
g· The private lots, while providing a solu­
{
�_-

tion for the hale and hearty, proved to be 
:: less of a solution for the elderly or families
g· with young children who found the 20- to 

opened along the main street and the har­
bor is a bustling one with many pleasure 
boats and excursion boats departing and 
arriving daily. Suddenly No11heast Harbor 
was faced with the dilemma of more cars 
than parking spaces, and the answer was to 
limit parking for Cranberry Isles. 

The decision was made to restrict 24-hour 
parking to one parking lot where 120 spaces 
would be leased yearly for a fee. The spaces 
were to be given out on a first-come, first­
served basis with priority going to year­
round residents. All other parking spaces in 
town were limited to two-hour parking. 
There are nearly 400 dwellings listed on the 
tax rolls of Cranben)' Isles! Not every dwel­
ling has a car, but neither does everyone 
have just one car per family! The fat was in 
the fire. 

Arriving at their beloved island became a 
nightmare for many summer residents who 
were, in most cases, completely unaware of 
the problem. Summer residents, it seems, 
will do anything to arrive as quickly as possi­
ble on their island, so it is a common sight to 
see a blea1)'-eyed driver crawl out of a car 
and try to stretch the kinks out after 10, 12 or 
14 hours on the road. Usually he or she is 
accompanied by the kids, the family dog, cat, 
tUJtle and enough luggage to last through 
several weeks or months of hot, cold, wet 
and in-between weather plus all the extras 
they have been saving from the winter to 
bring to the summer house. Now, things 
work about like this: You congratulate your­
self because you have timed it just right. You 
can unload the car, park it, and catch the 
next ferry, which is right there waiting for 
you. The sign tells you that you can park by 
permit only. What a good idea, you say, shall 
I get a permit or go to the upper lot? What's 

30-minute walk from the private parking lots
to the dock a chore. Many wondered why
they were subjected to this regulation as they
walked to the dock past the wide, circular,
one-way road which was posted to parking
of any kind at any time. Others forgot the
problem existed once they had solved it for
themselves.

As with most problems of coastal growth, 
there is no quick and easy solution. Both 
Northeast Harbor and Cranberry Isles will 
grow, and unless the parking problem is 
dealt with in a creative way and a long-term 
solution is developed, the existence of an 
island township could be in question. The 
obvious solution is for the town to buy land 
near the dock. Assuming that land were 
available and the island could print its own 
money, this would be a workable solution. 
The town manager of Northeast Harbor has 
suggested leasing the "air rights" above the 
parking lot to the town of Cranberry Isle so 
that latter can build a parking garage. Sky 
hooks and floating parking barges have also 
been offered as solutions. Not surprisingly, 
the fee for the permit spaces is scheduled to 
go up. 

Meanwhile, Cranberry Isles is consider­
ing leasing a lot from a private organization 
with all the legal ramifications that involves, 
and the summer people have sent a simple 
message: we will support your schools, and 
put up with poor roads and infrequent gar­
bage collection, but we must have a place to 
park. 

Carol Sue Jones has been a year-round resident of 
Little Cranberry for nine years and has served as 
a member of the School Board for most of them. 
She also runs her own business, Island Bed and 
Breakfast, and so has first hand experience with 
the island's parking skirmish. 




























