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KHS Board of Directors 
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  Ernie Plummer  

Vice President/Librarian 

  Bruce Kirkham 

Treasurer 

  Kathy Kirkham 

Secretary 

  Emily Schroeder 

Members at Large 

  Anne Cough 
  Nelson Leavitt 
  Kent London 
  Phyllis vonHerrlich 

Membership Secretary 

  Joan Plummer  

 Advisory Committee 

 John Bridge 
 John Finnegan 
 Thomas Johnson  
 Mark Johnston 
 Sally Joy/newsletter  
     editor 
 Sheilah F. McCarthy 

   John O’Connor 
   Joseph M. O’Donnell  

 Joseph Owen/newsletter 
 Earle G. Shettleworth Jr. 
 William Sprague Jr.  

Total membership:  

 412 on August 12 

 Life members: 158 

 

 

KHS Annual Meeting 

to be Followed by Our September Program: 

“Anything but a Pleasure Trip: 

Kennebec County in the Rush for California Gold” 

 Hundreds of men and women left Kennebec County to seek their fortunes after news of 
California gold reached Maine in late 1848. In three years of research, Jan Eakins has woven 
letters, diaries and other clues from the Kennebec Historical Society and collections across 
the country to provide rich insights and engaging stories. We learn why the rate of departure 
from Maine to California was one of the highest in the nation. We trace Kennebec gold 
seekers as they head West by way of Cape Horn, Panama, Mexico, and overland through 
Missouri. We examine their lives in California, their successes, failures, deaths, and – for the 
fortunate few – their return with gold in hand. You will learn of Franklin Glazier, Horace 
Williams, Henry T. Hoskins, Allen Lambard, William Bodfish, Hosea Dudley, Amariah 
Kalloch, E. K. Perry, Henry W. Severance, Seth Whitehouse, Grenville H. Child, Charles L. 
Scammon, Francis Chipman, Peter H. Brinsmade, and others, many in their own words. 
 Our speaker, Jan Eakins, has studied Mainers in the West for 20 years and is writing a 
book on their role in the California gold rush. She is a trustee of Maine Historical Society, 
teaches history at the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute, and is a docent at the Fifth Maine 
Regiment Museum. She taught journalism and history at Plattsburgh State University, in New 
York; was curator of the c. 1641 Fairbanks House, in Massachusetts; and led tours and 
trained guides at Thomas Jefferson’s Monticello, in Virginia.  
 The Kennebec Historical Society Public Presentation will take place on Wednesday, 
September 16, 2015, at 6:30 p.m. at the Viles Arboretum, 153 Hospital Street in Augusta. 
The program will be preceded at 4:30 p.m. by a potluck supper and at 6 p.m. by the 

society’s annual meeting and election of officers and directors. Members are asked to be 
sure to read the proposed bylaw changes on page 5. These will be voted on at the annual 
meeting. Note also the slate of officers on page 3. 
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President’s Message – Moving On 
 

 After more than eight years as a society officer, four of those as president of the Board of Directors, I will 
be stepping down at the annual meeting, on September 16, 2015, replaced by a new president. These eight 
years have been very exciting and busy ones, since they were the years we purchased and renovated our 
headquarters at 107 Winthrop Street. In those years the organization has matured significantly, both in the 
execution of our primary mission and in the professionalism with which we operate as a nonprofit corporation. 
The society can be proud of its accomplishments and the way we are now viewed by the community. I have 
many people to thank for helping during those years. 
 The Board of Directors feels it is important that we redefine the role of president by clearly separating in 
our bylaws the day-to-day decision-making role of the executive director from the leadership role of president. 
We hope that all of you will confirm this change to the bylaws at the annual meeting.  
 In order to assure continuity, I have accepted the board’s appointment as a volunteer interim executive 
director, awaiting an improvement in our financial fortunes to assure a sustainable salary for a professional 
executive director’s position or the emergence of another who is willing to volunteer. 
 On another matter, we are now well into the annual Moira Fuller appeal for operating funds. Our greatest 
desire is that we achieve 100 percent participation from our membership, and provide the funds to run the 
society. As of this writing, we have received responses from about 15 percent of the membership. Please 
consider a donation as your contribution to making this society one of the best in the state.  
 Thanks for reading. 

 – Ernie Plummer 
 

 

October Program  

“Stories from the KHS Archive: How You Can Find Your Own” 
 
 In some ways a trip to the KHS archive is like an archaeological dig. For one thing, you can find out a lot by 
just looking on the surface; but to really understand the history of people, places, and times you have to dig 
deeper. In addition, in digging deeper you need to be systematic and thorough, always keeping in mind the 
context of the information you find.  
 This talk is designed as a guide to the contents of the KHS archive; what makes the KHS archive contents 
different from other archives and museums in the area. It also seeks to explain how you can take control of the 
digging process and learn about Kennebec County history in depth. It will be illustrated by stories derived from 
research in the archive.  
 The goal is ultimately to make it possible for more researchers to work effectively and independently at the 
archive. Follow-up, hands-on training for use of the collections database will be offered for those who are 
interested. 
 After a nearly 40-year career as a synthetic organic chemist, our speaker, Dr. Ernest L. Plummer, retired to 
his current home in Pittston in 2000. His longtime interest in history and genealogy drew him to the Portland 
Historic Docent program and specifically to the Tate House museum, where he served for three years as a 
docent and two additional years as the museum’s executive director. In 2006, he became active in the archival 
program at the Kennebec Historical Society, putting into practice what he learned in the Maine State Archives 
archival workshop. He has served as the society’s archivist ever since. He has also served as the Collections 
Committee chairman and as the society’s vice president, and he is the current KHS president. Since 2006, he has 
been a member of the KHS Board of Directors. Ernie has been an active avocational archaeologist participating 
in the Topper Paleoindian dig in South Carolina for more than 10 years and in Maine historical and Native 
American field schools. 
 The Kennebec Historical Society presentation will take place on Wednesday, October 21, 2015, at 6:30 p.m at 
the Augusta City Center, 16 Cony Street in Augusta. 
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A Farewell to our 2015 Interns 

 It’s hard to believe, but summer vacations are drawing to a close, and our interns are returning to school, 
This summer Holland Corson and Connor W. Wagner joined us for 10 weeks, Both are students at the 
University of Maine at Farmington. They worked diligently on three projects: a training project working on the 
vertical files, cataloging our backlog, and cataloging the Augusta Architectural Survey records from 1992 to 
1996, The majority of their time was spent on the latter project, which involved a virtual combination of the 
1938 Works Progress Administration tax photos with the 1990s survey and photos. Most of the work 
concentrated on streets that are part of the newly proposed historic district and involved not only cataloging but 
also verifying the 1938 photo addresses, This is going to be an ongoing project for the society, but Holland and 
Connor helped us find the most effective process to get the work done. In the end, more than a dozen streets 
were completed and a procedure was prepared to guide future catalogers. The photographs show Holland 
photographing maps to be used in this project and Connor marking off completed streets. 
 Thanks to both of them for their help, and we wish them and good luck in the coming school year. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Proposed Slate of Officers 
 
 The Nominating Committee will present the following slate of officers at the society’s annual meeting on 
September 16:  

President: Kent London 
Vice president: Bruce Kirkham 
Secretary: Emily Schroeder 
Board Members: Gloria Anderson, David Anderson, Stephanie Barley, and Richard Bridges  

 The opportunity to serve as treasurer is still available. Anyone willing to be nominated should call the 
society’s office at 622-7718. 

 
 

KHS Open Hours: We are open the rest of the month of August Wednesday-Friday 10 to 2. Starting 

September 1 we will be open only on Wednesday from 10 to 2. Beginning December 1 we will be closed every 

day except by appointment until we reopen March 1, when we’ll again be open on Wednesdays, 10 to 2. All this 

could change if volunteers would step forward to help as reading room assistants. 



July-August 2015  Page 4 

The Collections Box 

 As we all know, this is the season for tornadoes elsewhere in the country and hurricanes here in New 
England. Homes and businesses are flattened and their contents either soaked beyond saving or blown to 
oblivion. Among the losses, from both homes and schools, are yearbooks. 
 In the July-August 2014 Collections Box,  I wrote of the importance of yearbooks to our patrons who come 
looking for photos, names, school activities, and sports team and club pictures, or who just want to leaf through 
the copy of the yearbook they lost, lent to a friend, or read to pieces. Over the years, as the society moved from 
place to place, several copies listed in our database have gone missing, either misplaced or stolen. 
 This winter we will begin a project that will not only safeguard the collection but also make our nearly 400 
yearbooks from 25 Kennebec County schools more accessible. It’s called the OCI Yearbook Project, and it will 
digitize and preserve on DVDs all the yearbook volumes we have in our collection. 
 The project is free and available to all libraries, historical societies, and high schools in Maine. Over the past 
two and a half years, the project has assisted more than 2,000 schools, libraries, and historical societies 
nationwide in preserving this vital part of their local history. Located in Lexington, Oklahoma, OCI is a state 
agency that has been in business for more than 30 years and does records conversion for every state agency in 
Oklahoma. It hopes that once we see the quality of the work done in this free project, we will remember it when 
we want other material digitized at their very competitive prices. 
 During the winter, when we are closed to the public, we will place the yearbooks, 15 to 25 at a time, first in 
plastic bags and then in boxes. OCI will provide FedEx labels and arrange for pickup, all at no charge to the 
society. The yearbooks will be scanned at 300 dpi and saved in jpeg format. We will be able to search and 
digitally reprint any book, just a few pages, or a single image from the resulting DVD.  
 The Collections Committee is excited about this project and welcomes any member who wishes help in 
packing and unpacking the boxes of yearbooks. 

For the Collections Committee  
– Bruce Kirkham 

 

 

Another Portrait With Some Mystery Attached 
 
 William Robinson Smith, who was born in Wiscasset in 1813 and died 
in 1894 in Augusta, was owner of the newspaper The Age from 1835 to 
1844. He was also a banker, working at the State Bank from 1854 to 1864 
and the First National Bank of Augusta from 1864 to 1868, and serving as 
treasurer and incorporator of the Augusta Savings Bank from 1848 to1891. 
He was a significant contributor to organizing the Village School District; 
was a trustee of Cony Female Academy, and was treasurer of Forest Grove 
Cemetery, Lithgow Public Library, and the Howard Benevolent Society. 
Because of his contribution to the school system, Smith School, once at 
State and Bridge streets, was named after him. 
 His portrait has been in the possession of the society since at least the 
1970s, and it is signed by the artist, “Rosenthal ‘93.” There is where our 
knowledge ends and the mystery begins. How did the society come into 
possession of this work, who is Rosenthal, and what medium was the 
portrait executed in? We are hoping that a member or a visitor will be able 
to provide clues to the answers to these questions.  
 We recently purchased a new easel for displaying this kind of object 
and have chosen to put it in the Fuller exhibition parlor. Drop by and take a 
look. 
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Proposed Bylaws Change 

 The purchase of our new headquarters has created a much more complicated management situation for the 
society. Before that purchase, one person could be president and chief executive officer and still carry out daily 
activities of the society. In 2007, it became clear that that was no longer possible; there was just too much for 
one person to do. We hired an executive director to deal with this, but we found we could not afford to pay the 
incumbent. We fell back to one person trying to do it all, but after seven years and a continuing growth in 
demand for that person’s time, it is time to attempt simplification of the job. Our answer is to separate clearly 
the duties of the president, the CEO, and the executive director. We still can’t afford to pay an executive 
director, so we intend to start out with a volunteer. 
 
 In doing that, we want to make clear that the office of president of the Board of Directors is strictly that, 
leader of the board; the president is not expected to perform day-to-day decision-making for the society. That’s 
the executive director’s job. Thus we provide an option for the president, with the board’s concurrence, to 
delegate the authority of the CEO to the executive director. This provides also some latitude in bringing on a 
new executive director, allowing the executive director to come up to speed before taking on the CEO’s role. 
This does not diminish the board’s responsibility to provide leadership for the society and oversight for the 
executive director; only the authority for day-to-day decision-making will be delegated. 
 
 Thus the following changes to the bylaws are proposed: 

 
Article VI 

Officers of the Society 
 
2. President. The President shall be Chief Executive Officer of the corporation. The President may, with the 

concurrence of the Board, delegate the authority of CEO to the Executive Director. The President shall 
preside at all meetings of the Society and of the Board of Directors, appoint all committees, and authorize calls 
for any special meetings. The President shall appoint annually a registered agent as defined in Title 5, chapter  
6-A. The President shall be, ex officio, a member of all committees. 

 
Article VII 

Executive Director 
 
1. Executive Director. The Board of Directors may appoint and employ a chief administrator of the Society, 
designated as Executive Director. If so delegated by the President with the concurrence of the Board, the 

Executive Director may also have the authority to act as Chief Executive Officer. The Executive Director 
shall serve at the pleasure of the Board of Directors. 
   
 

 

The Kennebec Historical Society Welcomes the Following New Member 
 

Gary Mann – East Winthrop 
 

and continues to recognize our 
Sustaining Business Member 

Kennebec Savings Bank 
and 

Sponsoring Business Member 
Pine State Trading Company, Gardiner 
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Great Fire of 1865 
by Andrew Loman, Vice Chairman, Augusta Historic Preservation Commission 

 

 The great fire of 1865, Sunday 
morning, September 17, rudely awakened 
Ward Chase, a resident of Water Street, and 
owner of a downtown business, which he 
lived above, to the smell of smoke and a 
furious fire started in the unoccupied 
building next door owned by Dr. D. H. H. 
Hill. 
     The fire quickly spread to adjoining 
wooden structures on the east side of Water 
Street at the base of Oak Street, largely 
because of a prolonged dry spell and the 
wooden boardwalk that spanned the east 
side of the street. Embers from the fire 
spread the flames rapidly under the wooden 
boardwalk and to buildings on the west side 
of Water Street, eventually igniting 100 
buildings. 
 Mr. Chase, having alerted the Augusta Fire Department and other residents of the downtown, proceeded to 
assist in the firefighting effort. The chief engineer, Eri Wills, responded to the alarm with the recently purchased 
steam engine, Cushnoc, along with the other two fire engines, the Atlantic and Pacific hand pumpers. Chief 
Wills placed the Cushnoc on Vose Wharf to effectively fight the fire from Front Street. The two hand pumpers 
were positioned at the north and south ends of Water Street in order to protect buildings yet to be consumed by 
the rapidly advancing flames as well as the wooden covered bridge over the Kennebec. 
 The quick action of a number of citizens who wetted rugs and placed them on the roofs of buildings on Oak, 
Winthrop and Bridge Streets prevented the spread of the fire to those structures. Despite this heroic effort, the 
fire spread up Winthrop Hill, consuming the railroad depot and several structures on Dickman Street. 
 The Hon. James W. Bradbury, who operated a law office on Water Street, raced to Hallowell on horseback 
to alert the citizens and summon the fire department of that city to assist in fighting the growing conflagration. 
Hallowell responded with the hand pumper Tiger as well as Gardiner and Pittston. Waterville was alerted as 
well and had loaded its hand pumper on the train only to be told that the fire was under control and that they 
were no longer needed. 
 The United States Arsenal steamer Uncle Sam and the Deluge pumper from the state hospital were 
positioned strategically on the east end of the bridge to protect the covered bridge from being consumed by the 
encroaching flames.  
 Both men and women fought the fire valiantly by staffing the pumpers and participating in a fire bucket 
brigade. 
 Chief Wills decided to prevent the fire from spreading further by cutting a hole in the wall of his own 
grocery store and extending a hose to the roof of his building and playing water down on the adjoining building. 
This act, together with the fact that one of the buildings, made of granite and brick, created a firewall and halted 
the fire, saving four remaining buildings on the northeast end of Water Street. 
 Added to the severe drought and the wooden construction of many of the buildings was the fact that some of 
the hoses were old and burst and others were cut by Civil War soldiers stationed in the city after the war. A 
request for replacement hose had fallen on deaf ears of the city aldermen, given the recent costly purchase of the 
Cushnoc steam fire engine. 
 Damages from the fire were estimated at more that $500,000, of which half was recouped in insurance 
claims. Soon after the flames were extinguished, the citizens of Augusta began rebuilding the downtown with 
brick and granite structures and a few temporary wooden buildings. The damage was extensive, destroying 
banks, the post office, many shops and professional offices, billiard parlors, saloons and stables. 
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 The fire was believed to have been set by an itinerant lobster salesman by the name of George W. Jones, 
who traveled to Augusta early that morning from China after setting fire to a barn in that community. It is 
alleged that he was angry over the theft of some lobsters from his cart by some soldiers; however, he was never 
charged for the crime of setting the fire. Rather, he was arrested in Portland the next day for setting fire to a 
structure there owned by a man whom he accused of having trampled his cart with his team of horses. 
 Jones was believed to be insane and was committed to the state hospital at Augusta, where he was 
determined to be of sound mind and therefore transferred to the Maine State Prison, at Thomaston, where he 
later died of disease. 
 To commemorate the 150th anniversary of the great fire, several local organizations are sponsoring a special 
event on Saturday, September 19, in downtown Augusta. Thirteen antique fire apparatuses, including three that 
actually fought the fire, will be displayed on Water Street. Additionally, there will be a demonstration of period 
firefighting by the Dexter Fire Department with their vintage hand pumper, a pipe and drum band, a chili cook-
off, a lecture and slideshow about the fire in the post office building as well as food concessions and a display of 
modern fire apparatuses on Front Street, which children can explore. Finally, the Colonial Theater will be open 
for tours and providing live entertainment. The event will kick off at 10 a.m. and conclude at 2 p.m.  
 The commemoration is sponsored by the Augusta Historic Preservation Commission, the Augusta Fire 
Department, the Augusta Downtown Alliance, the Kennebec Historical Society, the Colonial Theater and the 
United Way of Kennebec Valley. 
 Credit for this article is owed to James North’s History of Augusta, The Kennebec Journal Centennial 
Edition and an article by Anthony Douin, a retired Maine State Archive worker. 
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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: Wed-Fri 10 a.m.-2 p.m through August. Beginning September 1: Wed only; call for appointment for other times. 
Mailing 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 
 


