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EDWIN A. CHURCHILL

THE FOUNDING OF MAINE, 1600-1640 
A REVISIONIST INTERPRETATION

T h ere  has long been a standard  portra it of the founding 
o f Maine which, with m inor variations, has rem ained 
rem arkably durable th rough  num erous retellings. T he 
essential them e is as follows: In the early or mid-1500s 
unrecorded  fisherm en and traders began visiting the 
rugged Maine coast. Soon the traders set up year-round 
posts and not long after fishing interests began leaving 
a few men on the coast to fish through the cold winter 
m onths, collecting a substantial cargo ready to be loaded 
and shipped back as soon as vessels arrived from  England 
in the spring. By 1600, the coast was dotted  with small but 
unrecorded  fishing camps and in the sum m ers the coastal 
waters were alive with similarly unrecorded fishing vessels 
catching and curing cod, haddock and o ther fish to send 
back to Europe. Resident traders as well as individuals on 
the fishing ships were also busily trad ing  E uropean goods 
for furs from  the local natives. It was a rugged, brawling, 
largely male society, a haven fo r ne-er-do-wells and 
a headache fo r m ore p ro p er people. It took the conquest 
by Massachusetts in the 1650s to bring a real semblance 
of o rd er and decency to the region. But even this was 
ham pered  by a society heavily dependen t on fishing, 
lum bering and the fu r trade for its existence, a society 
little curbed by the stabilizing force of an agricultural base, 
for few farm ed in early M aine.1

O ver time, this po rtra it has become doctrine, seldom 
challenged, in fact seldom suspected o f being anything but 
correct. However, recent research on early Falm outh, 
M aine, deve loped  a ro u n d  a sociological s tru c tu ra l-  
functional fram ew ork  and  considering  such diverse 
elem ents as local geography, dem ography, economics,

21



politics, and social patterns, indicate som ething quite 
different. T he picture that has developed has similarities 
to the traditional in terpretation, but at the most crucial 
points, it is frequently strikingly d ifferent from  the old 
model. As will be seen, the overall pattern  o f settlem ent 
and early society proposed in this paper is ra th er at odds 
with the Maine we have known so long.

T he main focus of this paper is on the period from  1600 
to 1640. However, it is necessary to move back briefly into 
the previous century in o rd e r to set the stage. T he key 
questions are what Europeans were in the area by 1600 
and what were they doing.

A lthough the docum entation is not strong, there is 
enough to suggest a fair am ount o f European-Indian 
trading  sometime before the seventeenth century. The 
trade that developed was, by and large, a peripheral part 
of, first, Portuguese, and then French expansion across 
the north  Atlantic into the G ulf o f St. Lawrence and along 
the northern  shores o f the Canadian Maritime Provinces. 
T he Portuguese had arrived by the early 1520s, for at the 
time Joao Fagundes established a fishing station on the 
north  coast of Cape Breton. Before his station expired in 
1525 or 26, he had probably sailed south along the Maine 
coast and perhaps o ther New England shores.2 T here  is no 
docum entation stating that he ever traded with Indians of 
the area, but the report of a contem poraneous voyage to 
the region suggests that he m ight have. In 1524, Giovanni 
de Verrazzano sailed north  along the American coast, 
carefully observing the country and the natives. W hen he 
reached Maine he met Indians seemingly fam iliar with 
E uropean trading patterns and with a healthy distaste for 
him and his crew.3 Perhaps these Indians had been visited 
by Fagundes or o ther Portuguese, had traded  with them 
and then had been somehow offended. O r perhaps their
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understanding  o f trade and distrust of outsiders simply 
m irro red  previous pre-historic trade and tribal patterns. 
We may never know.

By the 1530s, the French had replaced the Portuguese 
in the north  and sometime after began moving south to 
trade along the Maine and New England coasts.4 Precisely 
when this started is lost in time and it is not until 1580 that 
there is evidence of such activity in the region. In  that 
year, Captain Jo h n  Walker, on a reconnaissance voyage 
for Sir H um phrey  Gilbert, landed in Penobscot Bay where 
he found an Indian  lodge containing four hund red  dried 
hides.5 It is certainly possible that these had been accu­
m ulated by the Indians for trade with Europeans.

T he next evidence of trade is presented in the classic 
account o f Jo h n  Brereton, a m em ber of Bartholomew 
Gosnold’s 1602 expedition to New England. They had 
anchored along the shore in the area of Cape Neddick, 
Maine when
six Indians, in a Baske shallop with mast and saile, an iron grapple, and 
a kettle of copper, came boldly aboord us, one of them apparelled with 
a waistcoat and breeches of black serdge, made after our seafashion, 
hose and shoes on his feet; all the rest (saving one that had a paire of 
breeches of blue cloth) were all naked. These people were of tall 
stature, broad and grime visage, of a blacke swart complexion, their 
eyebrowes painted white; their weapons are bowes and arrows: it 
seemed by some words and signes they made, that some Baske or of S. 
John de Luz, have fished or traded in this place.

Later, B rereton noted that the Indians were wearing great 
quantities o f copper ornam entation as well as possessing 
copper drinking  cups and arrow  points. He assumed this 
was native copper — m ore likely it had come from  trade 
with the F rench.6 O ther explorers following Gosnold to 
New England shores during  the first decade of the 1600s 
m ade similar observations, frequently noting European 
trade goods in Ind ian  hands and indicating that the items 
had  been obtained from  the French.7
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O n the o ther hand, there are bits o f evidence suggesting 
this trade was not yet thoroughly established. First, the 
Indians were highly intrigued with the visitors and their 
m erchandise; second, they had still not acquired the 
talents o f astute traders which they had thoroughly 
m astered by the 1620s and 1630s; th ird , a substantial 
num ber were using stone tools and all used bows and 
arrows, articles that would soon be replaced by European 
tools and guns once the latter were available; finally, no 
o ther Europeans were seen trading along the coast while 
the explorers were there .8 T hat point will be more 
thoroughly exam ined later.

So, by 1600, French traders were active on Maine 
shores, but apparently  not in large num bers. But, what 
about that o ther group, the fleets o f fishermen, so often 
described by historians? It turns out that they never 
ex isted  bu t w ere sim ply the figm ent o f overactive 
imaginations. How can one be sure? T here are several 
ways. First, there is not a single extant docum ent placing 
fisherm en along the Maine coast p rio r to 1600. B rereton’s 
report of 1602 is the earliest docum ent that can be found 
by proponents o f this argum ent and he wasn’t even sure if 
the French there previously were traders o r fishermen. 
T he argum ent always tro tted  out at this point to explain 
the lack of evidence is a great conspiracy of silence 
m aintained by all these early fisherm en. Not wanting 
anyone else to know about the superb fishing along the 
New England coast, they kept it a secret. This is a perfect 
argum ent for the advocate. It allows him to ignore the fact 
he has no evidence and challenges his critic to try to prove 
him wrong. Patently specious, this argum ent deserves little 
consideration. I f  one is to propose fishermen on this coast 
p rio r to 1600, he had better have some proof.

Besides the fact that this line o f argum ent is m ethodol­
ogically unsound, it is simply incredible. Considering the 
m ultitude of records o f provisioning, voyages, accounts,
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sales, etc. fro m  th e  N ew fo u n d lan d  fisheries, it is 
impossible to believe that num erous vessels could be sent 
to New England with not one record surviving. It is m uch 
easier to believe the fisherm en ju s t were not here.

F urtherm ore, the observations of the early explorers 
clearly buttress that view. All expressed great surprise at 
the excellent fishing, noting its superiority to that of 
N ew foundland and pointing out how one could do much 
better by fishing these waters. T he rep o rt of Jam es Rosier, 
a m em ber o f George Way m outh’s 1605 expedition is 
typical. A fter great success in fishing near St. Georges 
Island, Rosier reported  that
in a short voyage [a]few good fishers [could] . . . make a more profitable 
returne from hence than from Newfoundland: the fishing being so 
much greater, better fed, and abundant with traine [train-oil]; of which 
some they desired, and did bring into England to bestow among their 
friends, and to testifie the true report.9

T here  is little doubt that these m en had discovered new 
fishing grounds which had not previously been exploited 
by E uropean fisherm en. U nderlining this point is the fact 
that these early adventurers did not know the best fishing 
season, Rosier claiming it to be March, April and May as 
did Captain Jo h n  Smith in 1614. It was not until the 1620s 
and 1630s, that fisherm en had discovered the best period, 
January, February and early M arch.10

The most significant point is that, with one excep­
tion, the early explorers saw not one o ther European 
along the coast. T he one exception occurred in 1605 when 
there were two known explorers in the area, Samuel de 
C ham plain  and  G eorge W aym outh. C ham plain  was 
inform ed in July  o f W aym outh’s having kidnapped five 
Indians a short time before.11 F urtherm ore, when Rosier 
reported  on W aym outh’s explorations o f the mid-M aine 
coast he said “we diligently observed, that in no place, 
about either the Hands, o r up  in the maine, or alongst the
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river, we could discerve any token or signe, that ever any 
Christian had been b e fo re /’12 With the exception of 
Indians, it would appear that in 1600, the Maine coast was 
a very em pty place.13

In  the next three decades, all this would change. Fisher­
m en began coming and by the 1620s, large num bers were 
working along the Maine shores. Likewise, year-round 
fishing stations dotted  the coast from  Piscataqua to 
Pemaquid. English traders in western Maine and their 
French counterparts to the east were busily bartering  with 
the natives as were many o f the fisherm en in the area. And 
at the end of the period, the first truly perm anent 
settlements had been established in the region.

T he most significant feature o f the three decades from 
1600 to 1630 was the growth o f the fishing industry. From 
all evidence, it started slowly. By 1610, if  not before, the 
Virginia Com pany had become interested in the New 
England fisheries and began sending a few vessels up from  
the southern  colony and possibly from  England itself.14 
Likewise, the French started some small scale operations 
along the eastern shores o f the reg ion ;15 and John  
Popham  had continued sending annual fishing-trading 
expeditions to the Kennebec after the collapse o f the 
Popham  colony in 1608.16

T he French presence was erased in 1613, when Captain 
Samuel Argali from  Virginia wiped out the nascent 
F rench settlem ents at St. Savoir and  P ort Royal.17 
Meanwhile the English fisheries had grown little and did 
not begin to flourish until 1615, when according to 
Captain Jo h n  Smith, six ships went to New England where 
they may have been jo ined by a few vessels from  Virginia. 
T he next year the num ber increased to eight. Smith 
fu rth e r indicated that thirty-seven ships sailed to New 
England in 1622 and forty-five in 1623.18 His figures are 
twice corroborated, in 1622 by a repo rt from  Plymouth
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that thirty ships were fishing near M onhegan and in 1624 
from  a statem ent by Sir William A lexander that forty to 
fifty vessels were fishing in New England w aters.19 By the 
mid-1620s, fishing was well established on the Maine and 
New England coast.

As the fishing became an im portant and continuous 
activity, year-round fishing stations were established along 
the shores. O ne of the first was at Damariscove established 
“at the cost o f Sir Ferdinando Gorges” and
consisting of some thirteen persons, who are to provide fish all the year 
with a couple shallops for the most timely loading of a ship.20

T h e following year stations were started at Cape Newagen, 
Piscataqua and M onhegan, and shortly after operations 
were begun at Pem aquid. A station started at Richmond 
Island in 1632 was a late com er to the g roup .21

O perating year-round, these posts brought im portant 
economies to the fishing industry . Fishing could be 
pursued th roughou t the year, including January  and 
February, the worst m onths in term s o f w eather but the 
best for fishing. With m en already at the station, the ships 
coming over only needed a norm al crew without having to 
transport extra fisherm en who would not be needed until 
the vessel reached the fishing grounds. Add to that the 
efficiencies inheren t in w orking from  a land station, the 
possibility o f raising some o f the needed food supplies 
at the station, and the ability to use ships m ore for 
transportation and less as fishing platform s, and it is easy 
to see why the stations were sprouting up along the coast. 
Not surprisingly, the num ber o f ships sent from  England 
to fish in New England waters began to decline sharply. By 
1635 the num ber o f  West C ountry vessels fishing along the 
New England coast was down to fifteen,22 a dram atic d rop  
from  the forty-five in 1623, and in 1661 the last West 
Country ship sailed to America on a fishing voyage.23
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It must be pointed out that these stations were not 
perm anen t settlem ents. T hey were posts established, 
provisioned and adm inistered by English proprietors. T he 
men at the stations were em ployed for set term s after 
which they would renew their agreem ents or leave the 
post. T he situation was such that if the proprietors 
withdrew their support, the station was deserted. This 
happened  at Cape A nne in 1628 and M onhegan in 1625. 
At Cape Anne, when the station was broken up, the 
residents either sailed back to England or moved to Salem 
where they established small farm s.24 At M onegan, the 
fishing-trading station was moved to the m ainland because 
of the trade advantages. In the process, the island was 
deserted and would so remain for over a decade before 
new settlements were begun.25

It is worth a m om ent at this point to look at the lifestyle 
and character o f the men who were employed at the 
fishing stations. They have long been portrayed as rugged, 
h a rd -d rink ing , irreligious, rowdy souls. However, a 
careful analysis of the men at the Richmond Island station 
reveals a ra ther d ifferent picture. T he men had very little 
time for rowdy behavior with their work schedule. For six 
days a week, they were up at dawn and not to bed until 
long after dark, and excepting periods of exceedingly 
wretched weather, this work was outside, sum m er and 
winter. T he schedule was always rigorous and at the 
height o f the fishing season became so exhausting that at 
times some men would fall asleep right at the table during 
supper (which they had only after the work was done for 
the day).26 O ne has to believe Sunday was used largely for 
sleeping and lounging.

Supporting that idea is the fact that there was little 
d rin k in g  at the sta tion , and  hence probably  little 
carousing. One o f the most useless creatures a station 
m aster could have was a d runken  fisherm an. T hus a 
concerted effort was made to keep the men and the booze
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separated .27 T he one time that the m en may have obtained 
any quantity o f liquor was when they got paid, probably 
once a year. I f  the portra it provided by Jo h n  Josselyn forty 
years later is correct, then the next week o r so was a 
d runken  brawl and nothing got done until the men had 
d runk  all they could or had ru n  out o f money and credit. 
They were then sobered up  and pu t back to work for 
another season.28 This is not to say the m en had no liquor 
during  the working season; W inters own accounts show 
that they did. But one can be sure that John  W inter, a 
“sober, discreet m an” fully in ten t on getting everything he 
could out o f his crew, was not about to allow indiscrim inate 
drinking at his station.29

Along with the tight control on drinking, ano ther u n ­
expected discovery was the fact that the men at Rich­
m ond Island were fairly religious. They twice offered the 
local m inister ex tra funds beyond his norm al annual wage, 
they attended services, and they expressed sadness when 
he left. F urtherm ore, two o f the people who convinced 
him to leave the station for another post were men who 
had previously fished at the station.30

Beyond these facts, the most impressive findings about 
the men at Richm ond Island were not those things they 
had in com m on but the ways in which they differed. An 
analysis o f 110 individuals proved one thing — there is no 
such thing as a “fisherm an type.” T he men were a group 
of individuals differing radically from  each o ther by 
almost every m easure. Some were loyal to the station, 
others caused trouble or ran  away; some worked hard , 
others did all they could to avoid work; some were 
clean, others clearly gave com petition to the local swine 
population, and so on. T he differences also showed up in 
later economic success, political careers, and patterns of 
behavior and misbehavior. These were simply an ordinary 
bunch o f guys catching fish.31
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Besides the fishing stations, a second group of small 
posts was established during the 1620s which were set up 
to exploit the fur trade. These were founded at Pejepscot 
(c. 1625-1630), Cushnoc (1628), Richmond Island (1628) 
and Penobscot (1630). Fairly small operations, these were 
either run  by individuals with ties to English m erchants or 
were based out of the Plymouth Colony.32 They, along 
with the fishing-trading posts dotting the coast, presented 
a strong European presence in the area and provided 
valuable experience for those who came later to establish 
perm anen t settlements.

This leads to the question as to the difference between a 
y ear-ro u n d  station and a p e rm an en t se ttlem ent or 
plantation. T he existence o f the form er continued only 
at the desire of the English p roprie tor — pull out that 
support and the station folded with the residents going 
elsewhere. A perm anent settlem ent was one which was 
made up of people who had come to stay, and who viewed 
it, at least for the time being, as home. It is this kind of 
settlem ent that began to appear on the Maine coast about 
1630.

T he first perm anent plantations may have been estab­
lished in the late 1620s at Damariscove and Pemaquid 
where fishing-trading operations had been set up some 
time before. However, in western Maine the first such 
communities, York, Saco, and possibly Cape Porpoise, 
were founded in 1630. These were followed by settlements 
at Kittery (1631), Scarborough (1633), Casco (1633), 
N orth Yarm outh (1636), and Wells (1640).33

As the outlook and purposes of settler communities 
were wholly different from  those of the fishing stations, it 
is not surprising that their m akeup was likewise radically 
different. These com munities were settled not by single 
m en but by families, generally young or middle aged and 
often with young children.34 They came straggling into
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the nascent com m unities and were granted  fifty to one 
h undred  acre tracts of land by the local proprietors, or, 
later, by the towns. T hus settlem ents were strung out 
along the coast and rivers, usually having no real center as 
did their Massachusetts neighbors.35

These early settlers were mostly farm ers. In a detailed 
analysis o f the founders o f Casco, it was found that most 
raised crops and livestock fo r a living, and of those who 
identified their own occupation, nearly all called them ­
selves yeom en.36 Furtherm ore, it appears that Casco was 
in no way exceptional. Charles E. Banks found early York 
had likewise been settled largely by farm ers.37 Nearby 
Saco was already exporting wheat by the 1640s.38 Even 
Pemaquid, supposedly the bastion of fishing, had so strong 
an agricultural base that by 1640 a load of cattle and feed 
was exported to Boston to sell to the many English 
im m igrants arriving on Massachusetts shores.39

A ctually , it is p e rfec tly  logical th a t the ea rlies t 
perm anen t settlers o f Maine would be farm ers first and 
foremost. T h ere  was no convenient o r reliable source of 
food o ther than  what they could grow, and only if they 
tilled the soil and raised livestock could they be reason­
ably su re  o f  hav ing  som eth ing  to eat y ea r-ro u n d . 
F u r th e rm o re , a solid a g ric u ltu ra l base had  to be 
established before the inhabitants were capable o f sup­
porting m ore specialized individuals such as fisherm en 
and artisans. This was the pattern  in early Casco, for it was 
not until the late 1640s and 1650s that both fisherm en and 
artisans began settling in the town.40 T he same pattern  
developed in early New H am pshire as the first settlers 
tu rned  to farm ing ignoring practically everything else 
until they had their food supply secured.41 Also, a study of 
Massachusetts im m igrants revealed much the same trend, 
with some o f the artisans who arrived in the colony 
actually d ropp ing  their trades and taking up agriculture 
du ring  the first years.42
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This brings us to the question of the relationship of the 
fishing-trading stations and the settler plantations to the 
early settlem ent o f Maine. As noted above, stations 
d ropped  by their owners p rio r to settlem ent simply ended. 
Once settlements were established, the withdrawal of 
support did not necessarily cause desertion of the station. 
If  the Richmond Island station is indicative, the operation 
would suffer a decline bu t would then continue at a 
reduced level. It took some time to establish new trade ties 
and make adm inistrative adjustm ents, but during this 
period the stations could depend upon local settlers for 
agricultural goods and some trade .43 In terms of re ­
ciprocity, Falm outh’s early settlers certainly benefited 
from  the presence of the Richmond Island station44 and 
probably the same was true for those at Damariscove and 
Pemaquid although the evidence is just too sparce to know 
for sure. How ever, unlike the fishing stations, the 
agricultural settlements could exist without any direct 
supervision and adm inistration from England. F urther­
more, many tu rned  quickly to Piscataqua and Boston for 
supplies and markets. They had become independent 
bodies with identities of their own.

Now for a final but key question. W hat sort of people 
were these settlers and what kind of life did they lead. As 
they were overwhelmingly farm ers with families, it might 
be suspected that they would have the desires typical of 
such people, desires for o rd e r and stability, for a decent 
place to raise their kids. And it appears from  extant 
evidence, that these were indeed the desires o f Maine’s 
early colonists.

A key elem ent in the attainm ent o f an orderly society is 
the establishment o f governm ental institutions. Almost as 
soon as the early settlements had enough people they 
began establishing local “com binations,” electing local 
officials, and holding periodic m eetings.45 Likewise, the 
settlers proved amenable to the introduction of provincial
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governm ent in 1640, their only hesitancy arising from  
fears that the new governm ent m eant to “draw them  and 
theyrs into slavery.” Once that fear was calmed, they 
willingly accepted the new regim e.46

T he local governm ents seem ed to have served two 
major roles — the assurance of the com m unities’ economic 
viability and the inculcation of moral principles am ong the 
inhabitants. T he provincial governm ent likewise had two 
im portant functions — the enforcem ents of the colony’s 
moral and behavioral codes and the resolution of disputes 
arising in the province. These duties of the two levels of 
governm ent will be considered later in the text with the 
exception of the role o f arbiter, so that function will be 
exam ined now. T he problem  with early Maine society and 
governm ent was its fragility. T he threat o f political, 
econom ic o r  social d isru p tio n  left the people very 
unwilling to test the limits o f the governm ent’s ability to 
m aintain control. It m ight lose.47 T hus every effort was 
made to resolve disputes with the m inim um  of rancor. 
Arbitration was a tool frequently used, the goal being to 
reach a settlem ent agreeable to both sides.48 T he o ther 
major mechanism was ju ry  trial and here care was taken to 
provide each side full opportunity  to present its case, with 
depositions and witnesses to buttress its argum ents.49 Only 
once, was there a flagrant challenge to the court. It was 
forcibly squelched, but once control was regained the 
case was prom ptly pu t to arbitration to smooth ruffled 
feathers. T he purpose was obvious — d o n ’t make waves.50

Economic security was also vital to an orderly society, 
and fundam ental to that was the acquisition of clear and 
exact title to a piece o f property. T he reason is obvious. 
Land provided the colonists with their basic necessities 
and their chief form  of wealth. For these transplanted 
Englishm en, it was the bottom  line to economic security 
and the foundation of organized society. Not surprisingly, 
land transactions were traditionally constructed, carefully
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p rep a red  and  legally valida ted .51 T his concern  fo r 
economic stability and o rd er also showed in later actions 
by local governm ents as they became established. Towns 
went out o f their way to prom ote the construction of saw 
mills but they also made sure that the town and inhabitants 
would benefit from  their establishment. They also ordered 
that trees not be felled indiscriminately, livestock be kept 
u n d er control, and people who might become economic 
burdens be kept ou t.52

A m ajor desire o f the early settlers was for a morally 
uprigh t society. This desire is graphically and at times 
pathetically dem onstrated in efforts o f the towns to secure 
a minister. T here  was com plete agreem ent that with the 
aid of a minister, the people would become “hearers and 
doers o f the word and will o f God” and would live lives far 
m ore sacrosanct than if he was not present. However, the 
com m unities along the M aine coast were poor and 
m inisters few. T hose tha t were available frequently 
received invitations from  several com m unities. Some 
came only to leave shortly for better positions back in 
Massachusetts. O thers came only to prove wretched 
examples of their profession. T he Reverend George 
Burdett, who was busy seducing several York women, is 
without question the most reprehensible of the lot. Some 
communities, including Saco and Wells, employed local 
figures to lead their services until they could acquire 
ministers. While it can be pointed out that these early 
Maine communities were frequently without preachers it 
was not for lack of trying.53

T he views and attitudes o f  M aine’s early inhabitants are 
strongly suggested in efforts to obtain ministers; they are 
most clearly and concisely expressed in the Maine Province 
and Court Records. I f  there is any group of docum ents that 
historians have consistantly m isinterpreted, it is these. The 
standard procedure has been to look at all the misdeeds
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recorded in the Records and to exclaim what a terrible lot 
of people the Maine settlers were. I f  these individuals had 
checked the records o f Essex County, Suffolk County, o r 
the Plymouth Plantation, they would have found the same 
sordid list o f wrongdoings. I f  one used the type of analysis 
used for Maine on seventeenth century Boston, that 
Puritan city would have been a society of deadbeats, 
drunkards, morally loose and irreligious riffraff as well as 
worse deviants.

In point o f fact, the transgressions being punished in 
the Maine courts provide an accurate catalog of those 
behavioral patterns which were not tolerated by the 
society. T herefore , what the records reveal is a society that 
punished slander, drunkenness, profanity, neglect of public 
worship, sabbath breaking, trespass, assault, fornication and 
adultery, the same types of misdeeds punished by o ther 
New England courts. M ore im portantly, there is a strong 
correlation between the various courts in term s o f the 
ratio of transgressions.54 T hus it appears from  the court 
records that Maine society may have been surprisingly 
similar to that o f the Bay Colony and Plymouth Plantation 
in term s of the beliefs and behavior o f the inhabitants.

T he thesis that M aine’s early settlers were anxious to 
achieve social and political stability fits well with the 
preponderance of extant evidence. Still, it is diametrically 
opposed to traditional in terpretations, and there are a 
num ber o f  con tem porary  descrip tions and  incidents 
which seem directly contradictory, items indicating a 
rowdy, disorderly society, o r at least a sizeable num ber of 
disruptive individuals in the area. These items must be 
exam ined in o rd er to see how they relate to the above 
thesis.

U pon analysis it becomes immediately apparen t that 
several of the descriptions, including the most spectacular, 
are thoroughly suspect. For example, Sir Ferdinando 
Gorges com plained that in the early 1620s, English
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fisherm en were running  wildly amuck along the New 
England shore “behaving worse than the very savages/’ 
It ju st so happens that this was the exact time when 
Parliam ent was attacking his fishing monopoly in New 
England and he was arguing that his monopoly would 
allow him  to assert the strong control over the area needed 
to tam e the fisherm en’s excesses. M assachusetts, the 
Plymouth Colony, and the Royal Commission all used 
similar tactics, describing the terrible state of Maine 
settlements to justify taking over political control o f all or 
part o f the region.55

T he oft-quoted rem arks of Jo h n  W inter o f the Rich­
m ond Island station concerning the “lawless country” and 
the need for governm ent also prove self-serving upon 
exam ination. He wanted law and governm ent for one 
purpose, to keep his fisherm en from  running away from 
his station to work for themselves. I f  he had paid them 
m ore he would have had far fewer desertions. F urther­
more, when the provincial governm ent later failed to do as 
he wanted, he immediately rebelled.56

T hen  there is Cotton M ather s classic statem ent that the 
“Main E nd” of no rthern  New Englanders "was to catch 
fish” and not to practice religion. Few more personally 
interested statem ents have ever been written. M ather was 
in the midst of explaining why the Bay Colony was so 
successful, and excusing some of the colony’s past religious 
excesses. It was, in a word, propaganda. As for his specific 
com m ent about the fisherm en, the story was at least 
second o r third hand and m ore probably just a popular 
folktale, a probability heightened by the implication that 
the incident supposedly occurred during  the early years of 
settlement, two-thirds o f a century earlier, and before he 
had even been born .57

T here  is no denying the self-interest behind all the 
above m entioned derogatory descriptions of early Maine

36



and northern  New England, and that must be taken into 
account w hen considering  them . Still, it w ould be 
presum ptuous to assume that there was absolutely nothing 
to what these individuals were saying, that they produced 
their accounts from  whole cloth. In fact, while conditions 
were certainly not as gruesom e as portrayed, there were 
incidents o f rowdiness, lawlessness and felonious behavior 
that cannot be simply explained away. These are incidents 
that would seem representative of a society with little 
governm ent and o rd er and basically d ifferen t from  the 
num erous cases of debt, trespass, fornication, slander, etc. 
that fill the records of every early New England court. It is 
to these incidents we now turn . They have been grouped 
under three ra ther general headings for ease of p resen ta­
tion. These are (1) unruly com petition, (2) disruptive 
individual activities along the coast, and (3) individuals 
using Maine as a refuge from  punishm ent.

T here are num erous incidents of unruly fu r trade com­
petition along the early Maine coast. Jo h n  Pory in 1622, 
C hristopher Levett in 1623 and  Em m anuel A ltham  
the year after all noted agressive rivalry for the trade as 
well as the sale o f guns and  pow der to the Indians in 
attem pts to capture the ir business.58 Conditions had not 
im proved much a decade later; in 1634 Jo h n  W inter 
wrote that “the traders do on[e] u nder sell ano ther & over 
throw the tradinge with Indians altogether.”59 Events 
became even m ore violent, for in the same year, Jo h n  
Hocking of Piscataqua and a Plymouth trader were killed 
when Hocking tried to break the Plym outh Colony’s hold 
on the Kennebec fu r trade .60

T he same rowdy behavior occurred in the fishing 
industry during  the 1620s and 1630s. T here  were a 
num ber o f instances when fisherm en tore down the stages 
of their rivals and at least a couple recorded instances of 
fishing masters trying to entice fisherm en into their service 
from  o ther vessels o r stations.61
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T he Maine coast also had its share of disruptive figures 
who did little to bring peace and quiet to the region. One 
of the first of these was Captain George W aymouth who in 
1605 captured  five Indians and carried them  to England, 
an action that poisoned English-Indian relations from 
then on.62 A nother individual who did little for the peace 
along the early Maine coast was W alter Bagnall, who set up 
a trad ing  post on Richmond Island. He misused the 
Indians so badly in his trading activities that in 1631 they 
killed him in retaliation.63 Two years later the coast was 
haunted  by the presence o f pirate Dixy Bull, who had 
raided the trading post at Pemaquid and who, it was 
feared, m ight strike at o ther settlem ents.64 T he next 
significant disruption occurred in the sum m er of 1645, 
when Robert Nash and com rades landed on Stratton 
Island in Casco Bay and got the local fisherm en drunk. 
T he men then started firing their guns and causing a 
general uproar. M ainlanders, hearing all the firing, were 
convinced the French were staging an attack in the area.65 
Finally in October, 1654, on M onhegan Island, crewman 
Gregory Cassell hit boatm aster Mathew Cannidge over the 
head with a ham m er during  one of their “many fallings 
o u t.” Cannidge lived for a few days and before he died 
he said he wished he had Cassell "where ther . . . was 
governm ent” so he could “have the law against him .”66

T he final category to consider is that of people escaping 
punishm ent in Massachusetts by running  to Maine. In 
1636 Jo h n  Baker of Newbury dashed off to Maine in fear 
o f what was in store for him  if he stayed as did Reuben 
Cuppy of Salem in 1640 and Ann C rander o f the Bay 
Colony in 1648.

As can be seen, there was a substantial num ber of 
disruptive incidents and individuals along early Maine 
shores; however, when viewed as a group, a pattern  
em erges which fits very com fortably with the above
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findings about early Maine settlers and their aspirations 
for law and order.

It is evident that during  the early years of the 1600s, 
there was a lawless, rowdy elem ent along the Maine coast, 
the results o f which included rough and frequently violent 
competition, and a num ber of severely disorderly acts. It is 
also evident that at least some saw Maine as a haven from  
law and o rder. But by the 1630s, a change was occurring. 
As small settlements began dotting the western and central 
Maine coast, there was a growing desire for stability in the 
region. Family based com munities needed economic and 
social o rder to p rosper and m ature, and residents of these 
plantations certainly felt com m unity pressures to behave.

T here  was a growing stability in the fishing industry 
as well. Increasingly, the fishing business was being 
conducted by com munities and  fishing stations along the 
New England coast. As this happened, fewer and fewer 
English ships sailed across the ocean to com pete with local 
operations. Many of the rowdies o f the 1620s and 1630s 
were working o ff such ships as these, and as this pattern  of 
fishing died, there was a d rop  in the num ber o f these 
undesirables along the Maine coast.68

Similarly, there  was growing o rd er in the fur trade. It 
had become increasingly confined to the Kennebec/ 
Androscoggin, Penobscot, and  S t.Johns river systems with 
the Plymouth Com pany and a num ber of o ther English 
traders controlling the first, and the French holding the 
latter two by the mid-1630s. T he French then began 
trading their furs with Boston m erchants via Pemaquid or 
directly, thereby greatly reducing the m ajor potential for 
violent com petition and conflict. T here  was still some 
com petition for the trade bu t it usually centered around  
the r iv e r focal p o in ts , involved w ell-financed an d  
politically supported  adversaries, frequently took place 
u n d er a patriotic guise (i.e. anti-English or anti-French),
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and was never allowed to get out of hand (after all one 
did not want to destroy the trade). Local inhabitants along 
the Maine coast did some trading with nearby Indians but 
this was a fairly sedate business and  the colonists 
frequently took their furs to Pem aquid or stations on the 
Kennebec. A few freebooters still operated (usually out of 
Boston). They cruised along the central and eastern Maine 
coast trying to intercept a portion of the trade, but for all 
practical purposes the old free-wheeling, price-cutting 
trading wars of the 1620s were forever in the past.69

The most im portant elem ent in stabilizing the region 
was Thom as Gorges’s establishm ent of an active provincial 
governm ent in 1640. In  that year, Thom as Lechford 
reported  that Maine “hath  had an ill report by some, but 
of late some good acts of Justice have been done there .” 
Jo h n  W inthrop made a similar rem ark about the same 
time and Thom as Gorges him self stated that “Justly hath 
[Maine] . . . bin term ed the receptacle of vicious men. But 
[now]civill governm ent is . . in its infancy of [. ..] [8c] I 
doubt [not] by the assistance of God but sins head shall be 
cut of[f] to the com fort of the good people and to the 
te rro r of o thers.”70

Gorges moved resolutely to resolve disputes and punish 
wrongdoers and there is little doubt that he radically 
reduced lawless behavior in western Maine. In  fact, when 
Robert Nash and com panions had their gun-firing brawl 
on Stratton Island near Falm outh, it was obviously an 
extraordinary event, frightening and angering the nearby 
m ainlanders.71

Thom as Gorges and Edward Godfrey also set up a 
continuing policy of sending back undesirables who ran to 
Maine to escape punishm ent elsewhere. W hen Rueben 
Guppy arrived in 1640/1, and Ann C rander eight years 
later, they both found themselves immediately bundled 
right back to M assachusetts.72
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Conditions had  im proved on the m ainland from  Kittery 
to N orth Y arm outh after the 1620s; however, the rowdy 
elem ent did not wholly d isappear but seems to have 
moved out to the islands along the coast, where a transient 
population with little governm ental control seemed to ebb 
and flow with the seasons. By the 1640s, the majority of 
incidents involving raucous behavior, savage acts, and just 
general lawlessness were concentrated on the islands o ff 
the Maine shores.73

T here  also seems to have been a rowdy elem ent along 
the Maine coast from  the Kennebec River to Pem aquid; 
however, the precise situation is not clear. T he local 
population included both farm ers and fisherm en although 
the ratios between the two groups varied significantly from  
one settlem ent to the next. In  some, farm ing was clearly 
the predom inant occupation; in others, it was fishing. 
The latter com m unities also frequently entertained  a 
substantial num ber of transient fisherm en during  the 
fishing season (mostly from  the Bay Colony). U ndoubtedly 
those com munities concentrating on farm ing and made 
up largely o f perm anen t settlers would have been m ore 
orderly and stable than those predom inately fisheries- 
oriented with substantial transient seasonal populations. 
The situation was certainly not clear, for during  the same 
period some observers lauded the region whereas others 
saw it as one o f the m ore despicable places on earth. It 
would appear that here was a society that had yet to 
congeal into a definable form  or, if it had, was one with 
significant local differences. W hatever the case, travelers 
along those shores could see pretty much what they 
wanted to .74

Clearly this m odel is incom plete. H opefully, with 
fu rth e r research some o f the gaps can be filled, relation­
ships m ore thoroughly  un d ersto o d  and inaccuracies 
corrected. Still, fo r all its shortcom ings, I think the model 
probably comes closer to reality (as much as one can
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identify reality) than the stereotypic society and two- 
dim ensional people that have so long served as the 
stage and the cast of historians writing about M aine’s first 
beginnings.

— NOTES —

Since Mr. Churchill’s dissertation, “Challenges on the Frontier: 
The History of Falmouth, Maine, 1624-1675,” is not yet completed, 
citations are made only to the relevant chapters in which the infor­
mation can be found once the dissertation becomes generally available.
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