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Swan Island: Pearl of Merrymeeting Bay 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Place-based historian Jay Robbins, of Richmond, shares gleanings from more than 35 

years of research concerning Swan Island, that 4-mile-by-3/4-mile island located in the 

Kennebec River between Richmond and Dresden at the head of Merrymeeting Bay. Once a 

Native American stronghold, the island appears on every early map of Maine from the time 

of first European contacts. Mr. Robbins will explore the 17th- and 18th-century history of 

Swan Island, including a close look at the Noble/Whidden “Massacre” of 1750. We will see 

how the Pejepscot and Kennebec Proprietors finally settled their competing claims for 

ownership, and how the island later became a summer “resort.” The Gardiner/Dumaresq 

house (circa 1763) is perhaps the oldest surviving house in New England built specifically as 

a summer home. 
 Soon the island grew into the town of Perkins (incorporated 1847), with a population of 

almost 100. It was an island of subsistence farmers who supplemented income through 

fishing and shipbuilding. Then the ice industry came to the island but soon declined. In 1918, 

when there were not enough people on island to fill the required town offices, the town of 

Perkins disorganized and became the unorganized territory of Perkins Township. Residents 

tried sheep farming and fox farming, but with the opening of the Richmond-Dresden Bridge 

in 1930, ferry service ended, and the last of the island residents moved off the island. In the 

early 1940s, what is now Maine’s Department of Inland Fisheries & Wildlife purchased the 

island. They improved it for migratory waterfowl habitat, developed a deer repellent to keep 

those pesky critters out of farmers’ fields, and raised one of Maine’s first moose ever to grow 

up in captivity. Jerry the Moose moved to the Bronx Zoo in 1948. 
 Today Swan Island is still a place of magic. Now known as the Steve Powell Wildlife 

Management Area, tours and camping await those who visit. Jay will discuss state and 

volunteer group efforts to save the remaining historic buildings and to keep the agrarian 

landscape of this National Register of Historic Places site open for public enjoyment.  
 The Kennebec Historical Society program will take place on Wednesday, January 21, 

2015, at 6:30 p.m. at the Augusta City Center, 16 Cony Street, in Augusta. 
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President’s Message 

An Often Asked Question: Are You Digitizing Your Collection? 

 This is a question that is usually followed by: Is it available online? When people ask this, they may be thinking 

of the Maine Historical Society’s Maine Memory Network, which focuses on digital versions of images in 

collections throughout the state. There is a different aspect to “digitizing” that is particularly important to KHS and 

its collection – that is, textual material not images. The textual material includes printed documents, such as 

newspapers and newsletters; pamphlets containing event programs and advertisements; and handwritten documents 

such as letters, diaries, ledgers, and organizational minutes. To digitize a printed document, one turns to computer 

programs that use optical character recognition, or OCR, software to convert the written word to machine-readable 

text. These then can be searched by a computer program to find words or phrases that one is interested in 

researching. Handwritten documents present a much more challenging problem. They can be “digitized” like an 

image, but the conversion of handwriting to searchable text is beyond the capability of currently available OCR 

software. To get to readable text, one has to go through the process of transcribing the handwriting into a text 

document such as Microsoft Word. At the moment, only human beings can do that effectively. 

 At KHS, one of our goals is to convert the documents in our database to searchable text, which can then be 

imbedded in our database and accessed by researchers. Why do this? The answer is: to unlock all the data in the 

item. Yes, when we catalog an item, we attempt to “index” it in a way that helps us find it. We include all names of 

people, place names, street names, building identifications, and organizational names. But sometimes concepts 

aren’t caught and are missed by a search of these specific indexing terms. In addition, we can deliver the full text in 

an item to the researcher without actually bringing the item out where it can suffer further wear and tear. So you will 

sometimes find in the record of an item in our collection the complete item obtained by OCR or by transcription. 

Someday, we envision having everything available online both at the society and remotely. 

 But this is an enormous undertaking. A recent article in Antique Weekly, brought to my attention by Bruce 

Kirkham, discusses what the Smithsonian Institute is doing along this line. The institute has at least 10 million items 

to convert from handwriting to text. To do this, it is recruiting volunteers from all over the United States to use their 

personal computers for transcription and OCR. The project at that scale will take years, maybe decades. 

 At KHS we face only thousands of documents, but something is apparent: When you transcribe a series of letters 

such as the Lambard letters, currently being approached by our transcription volunteers, you see how much easier it 

is to understand the context of the letters and the people who are writing them. The payoff doesn’t take decades; it is 

relatively quick. We also note that as we add more text to our computer records, we are able to find information 

more rapidly; we get richer search results. Wouldn’t it be great if we could get more volunteers to help with this 

process, just like the Smithsonian? 

 – Ernie Plummer 
 

 

KHS Receives Donation of Unique Postcard Collection of Augusta 
 
 In October, KHS received the donation of a postcard collection comprising 366 postcards of Augusta. The 

collection was the work of Edmond J. Betit, an Augusta native; he was justly proud of the collection he had 

assembled over 20 years of purchases throughout New England. The cards are all from Augusta, where he had lived 

most of his life, studied its history and collected local stories. They are both used and unused so that, like most 

postcards, they are interesting not only for the places they depict but also for the messages they carry. If you are 

interested in viewing the Edmond J. Betit Postcard Collection just ask for Item number 2014.0164.0000 when you 

visit the society. The street view shown is of the intersection of State and Winthrop streets, looking south; the 

gentleman is Governor Percival P. Baxter with his famous dog, Garry. 
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Intern Positions Open for the Summer of 2015 

 Are you a student or do you know a student who will be looking for employment during the summer of 2015? Do 

you have an interest in history, library science or computer science? Would you like a hands-on experience with an 

historical society? 

 This is the third year in which Kennebec Historical Society has established two paid summer internships. For the 

summer of 2015, the positions will be for 12 hours per week for 10 weeks. Training and supervision will be provided 

by the library/archive staff. Successful candidates will be pursuing college-level studies in history or library science, 

will show excellent attention to detail in their work, and will be competent in the use of Microsoft Office tools. An 

application can be sent by e-mail to: kennhis1891@gmail.com and should include a brief description of the 

applicant’s current course of study, available dates, and a short CV that includes GPA and academic references.  

 A job description for this position is available on our website, www.kennebechistorical.org. At the home page, 

click on the “Summer Intern Job Description” link. The decision on offers will be made in March.  

 

 

February Program 

“The Legend of the Dark Eagle:  

The Life and Times of Benedict Arnold” 
 
 “Traitor.” That is the word most associated with Benedict Arnold, but that act in 

and of itself was more complicated than it would seem, just as the man himself was. 

Here in the Kennebec Valley, his legend lives on because of his commanding of the 

famed attempt to take Quebec in 1775. The contribution of this son of New England to 

the cause of the American Revolution is often overlooked. Mike Bell, a distant cousin of 

the general, seeks to correct the record. The Arnold of whom he speaks emerges as a 

dashing leader of men and a man trying to restore lost family honor. 

 Mike Bell has a master’s degree in history from the University of Wyoming and a 

master’s in teaching from the University of Maine. He is an instructor at the Senior 

College at the University of Maine at Augusta. An avid Red Sox fan, he has presented 

talks to groups across the country on a variety of historical topics. 

 This Kennebec Historical Society program will take place on Wednesday, 

February 4, 2015, at 6:30 p.m. at the Augusta City Center, 16 Cony Street, in Augusta. 

 

 

The Kennebec Historical Society Welcomes the Following New Members 
 

Brian Kent – Litchfield, ME 

Caroline B. Perry – Windsor, ME 

Charles and Pam O’Conner – Augusta, ME 
 

and continues to recognize our 

Sustaining Business Member 

Kennebec Savings Bank 

and 

Sponsoring Business Members 

Stephen Weston, Fine Furniture Conservation, Winthrop 

Pine State Trading Company, Gardiner 
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The Collections Box 

 On November 11, Poulin’s Antiques and Auctions in Fairfield held a book auction with more than 500 lots. 

Funds from the Charles E. Nash Fund enabled the society to acquire three very important items. 

 Between 1890 and 1930, W. H. Parish Publishing of Chicago sold a series of elaborate view books featuring 

photographs of selected American cities, counties, and towns. Item number 270 at the Poulin sale was The Artwork of 

Kennebec County, published in 1894. The twelve parts, or fascicles, each measuring 11" x 14", and each with its own 

paper covers, contained a total of 90 photographic views of landscapes, street scenes, and buildings. Three of the 

most interesting were taken from the Fuller Observatory (see related article, page 5).  

 Adding to the society’s collections of business records were two ledgers from the Richards Paper Company, of 

Gardiner. In 1889, Henry Richards moved the family paper mill from dam number 7 on Cobbossee Stream to South 

Gardiner, where he built a mill that incorporated the latest technology. The South Gardiner mill employed 80 workers 

and produced more than ten tons of pulp a day. The ledgers begin in February 1891 and cover, with a few 

unexplained gaps, through July 1897. Meticulously detailed, the ledgers record the lumber taken in, the amount of 

chemicals used to transform the logs into pulp, and the amount of pulp produced each month. Richards was bought 

out by International Paper in 1899. The two books furnish valuable information for any student of the logging and 

paper industries in Maine. 

 The third item was a collection of nineteen sermons in a leather-bound volume. Probably assembled by Eliphalet 

Gillet (1768-1848), a Hallowell minster and founder of the Maine Missionary Society, the sermons cover such topics 

as the suppression of public vice, the education of pious youth, the dedication of the new meeting house in 

Vassalboro, the emancipation of slaves, the 1822 senior class graduation at the Bangor Theological Seminary, the 

celebration of peace following the War of 1812, and several celebrations of Thanksgiving and the Annual Fast. All 

but one were printed in Hallowell, mostly by Ezekiel Goodale or Goodale and Glazier. Authors of the sermons 

include Jesse Appleton and William Allen, presidents of Bowdoin College; Benjamin Tappan, pastor of South Parish 

Congregational Church, Augusta; David Thurston, pastor of the Winthrop Church; William Ellery Channing, the 

founder of  Unitarianism; and, of course, four sermons by Eliphalet Gillet. Dates range from 1813 to 1824.  

 It is not often that such an opportunity as this auction presents itself. The Charles E. Nash Fund enables the 

society to take advantage of it when it does. 

For the Collections Committee  

– Bruce Kirkham 

 
 

Some Success in Finding More Pictures of 107 Winthrop Street … 

but More Would be Welcome 
 

 In our last issue we asked our readers to search their files for pictures that might directly or indirectly include 

107 Winthrop Street before 1938. We are trying to establish the appearance of the house at earlier dates in its 178- 

year-history. Since then, two very interesting photos have come to our attention. One was a 1870s stereoview owned 

by the Maine Historic Preservation commission and supplied to us by Earle Shettleworth as a high-resolution copy. 

The picture of 113 Winthrop Street, our westerly neighbor and fraternal twin, showed in the right of the picture our 

house. Note that there is a railing or fence on the top of the porch. This is brand-new information. Also note the dark 

trim; painted or shadow?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continued on next page) 
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 A second view of the house was discovered by Kent London. 

This was part of a panorama taken from the Fuller Observatory (not 

related to our Fullers) located above the end of Bridge Street. The 

Fuller Observatory was erected in 1891 and was blown over in 1895. 

The picture Kent found was published in The Artwork of Kennebec 

County in 1894, making this image’s date between 1891 and 1894. 

The picture provides good evidence that the west porch was expanded 

after 1894 and that the carriage house was still there at that date. The 

latter is apparent because of the chimney just visible to the rear of the 

house. 

 Our knowledge of the house is expanding, but we still need more 

pictures. Please take a look at your family photo albums to see if you 

can find some others. Thanks. 

 

 

We’ve changed our e-mail address!!! 
 

 Because of some changes in our Internet supplier, we have decided to change our e-mail address. It’s not as 

simple as the old one, but it’s worth it since we have a much more responsive Internet connection. So in the future, 

send your emails to kennhis1891@gmail.com. Our website host remains the same, and its address is: 

www.kennebechistorical.org. 

 

 

Nash Fund Appeal 
 

 As the seasons of giving and tax credits approach, won't you consider returning your Charles E. Nash Fund 

donation card? You can read elsewhere in the Current of the good results your generosity can produce. 

 
 

The Fuller Observatory 

(Opened April 15, 1891; Destroyed December 31, 1895) 
 

 Each year from 1891 to 1895, more than 5,000 people climbed the 215 steps to 

the top of the 162 foot Fuller Observatory located on the top of Burnt or Winthrop 

Hill (381 ft.). From this 543 foot elevation at the top of the 12-story observatory, 

one could see the mountains of Franklin County and the White Mountains of New 

Hampshire, including Mount Washington; some even reported one could see every 

town and village in Kennebec County. 

 Each floor of the tower had chairs for climbers, and at the top, telescopes were 

set up to view the surrounding area. On at least one occasion, a photographer took 

pictures from the top of the structure that were published in 1894 in the 12-volume 

set called The Artwork of Kennebec County. 

 Located on a 33-acre plot known as Fuller’s Grove, at the upper end of North 

Street, the observatory was the center of other outdoor activities that included 

picnic facilities and a band stand. The grove was purchased in 1890 and the 

observatory was erected in the spring of 1891 by Albert T. Fuller (1845-1913). 

Fuller was reported by Joseph T. Beck in his 1962 Historical Notes on Augusta, 

Maine [Beck, Volume 1, page 16] to be “a local grocer,” but his granddaughter Marjorie Lee Sewell said “he was 

more than that for the early days of Augusta” [Letter, October 4, 1986, 2007.0109.0039]. Clearly he was prosperous, 

as he invested $6,500 in the observatory; and, according to his granddaughter, he had built four substantial homes on 

North Street. 

(Continued on next page) 
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 At least in 1894 and 1895, William H. Getchell was in “charge” of the observatory [Daily Kennebec Journal, 

December 3, 1895]. He was reported to be willing and able “to answer any conceivable question … regarding the 

tower, or any object or locality within ‘the range.’” 

 Albert T. Fuller was the son of Thomas Fuller, of China, and Caroline Augusta White, of Augusta. He was born 

on November 21, 1845 and died in Augusta on November 19, 1913. There does not appear to be a relationship 

between this Fuller family and the Henry Weld Fuller family, which built our society’s headquarters. 

 On a fateful New Year’s Eve morning, December 31, 1895, a gale from the southeast took down the structure that 

had once been reported by its builder to be windproof. 
 

 

Linking the Past to the Present; Planning for the Future 
 

 It is widely acknowledged (and 

greatly appreciated) that the collection 

at the society is one of the richest 

sources of information for Kennebec 

County history and certainly for 

Augusta history. People all over the 

country contact KHS by telephone, 

email, and U.S. mail for information, 

and many come to society headquarters 

during the year to have access to our 

resources. Some researchers travel great 

distances to research here, and it goes 

without saying that local researchers 

routinely avail themselves of our 

records. I spent a good deal of time 

doing this myself when a student 

developing the Augusta Women’s 

History Trail for a capstone project and  

while researching information for the 

Augusta Downtown Museum in the 

Streets, a walking tour that focuses on 

the city’s history. The society’s collection is also important to the city of Augusta for information used to award 

historic house plaques, implement the Augusta demolition delay ordinance, and to designate historic districts. 

 There are, however, additional uses for our historical materials – uses that inform the present and help us plan for 

the future. My volunteer work for the Colonial Theater in downtown Augusta brought to clear focus the value of the 

society’s collection to inform the present and plan for the future. Let me share with you my involvement in the 

Colonial and the ways in which I have turned to the society’s historical collection for information. 

 First, for those who are not yet aware, the Colonial Theater on Water Street is undergoing a restoration, 

revitalization, and re-purposing to be used as a community center. I know many of you recall other relatively recent 

efforts to do this, sadly without much success. This time, though, it is different, and I am confident the project will 

succeed. A new board of directors is in place and many organizations and institutions are involved, including business 

leaders and the University of Maine at Augusta. Also, the Colonial’s recent listing on the National Register of 

Historic Places gives an additional boost to grant writing and other funding efforts. 

 To return to the society’s role in this effort: I have been volunteering for the Colonial for a couple of months, and 

my responsibility has been to research the history of the building and write a script for building tours. Saturday tours 

were held this summer and fall, and although they are now over, they will resume in the spring. There is a good deal 

of general information available about the Colonial – when it opened, the 1926 fire, and certainly more recent 

information about the role the theater played in the lives of folks who lived in the area. But, curious historian that I 

am, this general information was not enough. For the tour script I wanted to include facts about who owned the 

theater, how it burned, what happened after, and (certainly!) how was it connected to the movie making that took 

place in the area in the early 20th century. I spent ten or so hours searching microfilm at the Maine State Library for 

this information (reading early-20th-century Kennebec Journals), then realized it might take me months to get some of 

the details I was looking for.  It dawned on me that the society had information about the theater,  so I turned to the 
 

(Continued on next page)  
  

Works Progress Administration tax photo – 1941 
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society’s files and found either copies of or reference to specific articles about the theater, including those who built 

it, previous “moving picture” theaters in Augusta, and so much more – even interior and exterior photographs of the 

theater. A few quick trips to the state library, and I had all the information I needed to write a summary history for use 

for our tours. 

 The president of the Colonial board purchased digital copies of the photographs, and they were printed and 

displayed at the recent Downtown Art Walk (with KHS clearly identified as the source of the photos). Something that 

I did not expect, though, was the way those working on the building would scrutinize the photographs to assist in the 

restoration of the building. An interior photograph taken about 1927 provides a clear view of the restoration after the 

1926 fire and before the alterations to accommodate movies with sound. Exterior photographs show how the doors, 

marquee, and promotional displays looked. Crew members working on the restoration were delighted to see these 

images! They now have specific information to guide their work. 

 Also, society records have provided essential information about movies made in this area and about Holman Day, 

a Vassalboro-born gentleman and Colby College graduate, who was central to this fledgling, but short-lived, local 

industry. Information about the two local men, Blaine Viles and William B. Williamson, who established the movie 

production company here in 1918 has been found in society records – and there is more research to do! 

 All of the research has been based on records about the past, but all of this informs the present, and it is about the 

future – about a revitalized cultural institution for downtown Augusta, one that will provide a weekly, even a daily, 

focus on culture, art, and entertainment for the core of Maine’s capital city. Society records have been essential to 

understanding the Colonial, and the records will continue to inform its restoration. I can’t think of any stronger 

reasons than these to support the society! 

– Phyllis vonHerrlich 

 

 

Augusta’s Colonial Theater: a work in progress. Photo courtesy of Richard Bogoshian 
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KENNEBEC HISTORICAL SOCIETY, INC. – Application for Membership 

 

Name(s):  ___________________________________________________________________________  

Address:  ____________________________________________________________________________  

Town/City: ________________________ State: _____ ZIP code:  _______________________________  

Telephone  number: Home _______________  Business  ______________________________________  

E-mail address:   ___________________________________________________________________  

 Type: New ____ Renewal ____ _________________________________________  

 Category: Individual (annual) – $20 ___     __________________________  

 Family (annual) – $ 30 ___  

  Senior (60+) (annual) – $15 ___   Senior Family (annual) –  $25 ___ 

  Student (full-time) (annual) – $15 ___   __________________________  

  Life (1 person) –  $200 ___   Life (Family) –  $300 ___ 

  Business (annual, fewer than 25 employees) – $ 75   _________________________   

  Corporate (annual, 25 employees or more) – $125  ___________________________  

  Nonprofit group (annual) – $35  ___   _________________________________  

      Donation (optional): $ _____ 

 This is a gift membership, given by: _______________________________________________ 

 (Please send to Kennebec Historical Society, P.O. Box 5582, Augusta, ME 04332-5582.) 

This line and below for society use only: Date received:  ________________________  

Cash ______  Check #: __________ file 2.8.2 
 

Hours: Dec. 1-Feb. 28, by appointment only (Please email or leave a voice mail message to arrange an appointment.) 

Mailing address: P.O. Box 5582, Augusta, ME 04332-5582    E-mail address: kennhis1891@gmail.com 

Telephone:  (207) 622-7718     Web site:  www.kennebechistorical.org 
 


