
Rediscovered Bond Recalls Jail Construction, Corrections Reform

By a rather circuitous route, a bond issued in 
1858 to raise $60,000 “for the construction 
of a jail and house of correction at Augusta” 

was delivered to the Kennebec Historical Society 
recently by a representative of the staff currently 
administering the Kennebec County Correctional 
Facility. 

The unissued bond was discovered several 
years ago under the floor of a room in the old jail 
during a remodeling project, along with some 
rolled-up newspapers, according to William Hayes, 
a longtime maintenance technician working for the 
county jail. Apparently the bond languished for 
a long time in a former facilities manager’s desk 
drawer until rediscovered by Dan Brunelle, the 
current manager, who promptly delivered it to his 
supervisor.  

The bond is an important artifact because of its 
immediate and material connection to the history 
of Kennebec County’s jail and the history of prison 
reform in the mid-1800s in Maine and elsewhere in 
the United States.

In Colonial times, jails were typically places 
where people were kept until their day in court, and then, depending on the court’s judgment, set free or punished 
according to their crime and then released. The punishments were usually physical and meted out in public to make an 
example of the offender. Branding, wearing symbols, dunking in water, and sitting in the stocks and pillory were used, but 
not as frequently as whips and fines. 

An example is found in the now-famous diary of local midwife Martha Ballard: “1786 – April 17 There was a thief 
whipped at the post for stealing clothes from Ebenezer Farwell.”

The whipping probably occurred on the grounds of the first jail in what then was part of Hallowell, now Augusta, on 
the northeast corner of the intersection of State and Winthrop streets. Currently this property is a large, unoccupied lot 
where the YMCA was situated before being demolished in 2011. 

There are no descriptions of the first jail, but in the 1892 book Illustrated History of Kennebec County Maine, Charles 
E. Nash wrote that on March 16, 1808, the jail was set on fire and burned. 

“The prisoners were taken to Lot Hamlen’s house, …” he wrote. “The court house was fired by an incendiary the same 
night, but saved. Although it was soon discovered that the jail had been fired by a prisoner, there continued to be great 
public unrest. A temporary jail was erected in the rear of the court house to hold the prisoners until the new stone jail 
could be built – which was ready for occupancy in December, 1808.”

The “new stone jail” – the one that the 1858 jail eventually would replace – is of further interest because of two 
significant events – the Malta War and the public hanging of Joseph J. Sager.

The Malta War, which occurred in 1808, was much less a war than an insurrection in the town of Malta, now called 
Windsor. As examined by author Alan Taylor in his 1990 book Liberty Men and Great Proprietors: The Revolutionary 
Settlement on the Maine Frontier, 1760-1820, it was generally a contest between the people settled on untitled land and the 
legal owners of vast holdings along the Kennebec River.

This bond from 1858 was found under the floor in the old Kennebec 
County Jail and given to the society for its collection.

Photo by Joseph Owen

Continued on page 4
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President’s Message

T he Kennebec Historical Society has had a productive, successful 
fall. Thank you to all who have played a part in this. The 
dedication of KHS volunteers, staff, and interns is always 

impressive.
It has been a positive few months in terms of the society’s 

funding, thanks to a large grant and generous private donors, as well 
as continued fundraising efforts by the Development Committee and 
others.

We’ve added numerous important and interesting items to our 
collections, and many thanks go to archivist Emily Schroeder for her 

proactive efforts in acquisition. Among these acquisitions are a local doctor’s early-20th-
century diary and the Heritage Museum at Mill Park collection. Items from the latter are 
now on display at the society’s headquarters. Stop by to see 3-D artifacts, photographs, and 
documents from the collection.

Our goal of expanding archive space remains a priority. Even with digitization efforts, 
there remains a need to retain original documents and artifacts. Earlier this year, the Board 
of Directors broadened its expansion discussions to include the possibility of acquiring 
space in an existing building to help meet the current – and increasing – space needs 
for properly storing the society’s archives for the immediate future while continuing the 
exploration of an addition to the Henry W. Fuller Jr. House. 

During the fall, we held three successful in-person programs; both were informative 
and entertaining. It was wonderful to have people together again for these programs, and 
we thank everyone in attendance for their attention to health and safety considerations 
as we gathered. The last of these was a December 15 presentation by Mac Smith about 
presidential visits to Maine, with a focus on the visits to Kennebec County. We have 
recorded the lecture and expect it to be available for viewing by the end of the year on the 
society’s Facebook page.

In January, we’ll be shifting our programs back to an online-only format. In addition 
to addressing COVID concerns during the winter, we also hope this will increase access 
to our programs for any “snowbirds” who are fortunate enough to be in warm weather 
but still would like to see KHS presentations. The online-only format also will prevent us 
from having to cancel programs during inclement weather. Keep an eye on our website, our 
Facebook page, and our Instagram page for updates on program dates and times and how 
to best watch them online. 

Thank you, as always, for your support of the Kennebec Historical Society and our 
mission. Best wishes for a happy, peaceful 2022 for you and your families.

— Jamie Logan, president
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.  In Memoriam  .
Lincoln F. Ladd, 95, of Wayne, a Kennebec Historical Society member for more than two 
decades, died December 2 in Auburn. A World War II Navy veteran and Brown University 
graduate, he was the first chairman of the English and foreign languages department at 
Maranacook Community High School in Readfield. He also taught at Duke University, 
the University of North Carolina-Greensboro, the University of Maine at Farmington, 
and senior colleges in Augusta and Lewiston. Ladd served on the boards of several area 
organizations and two family charities. He is survived by wife Gloria, four children, a 
stepdaughter, nine grandchildren, and one great-grandchild.
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KHS Receives Two Donations Totaling More than $195,000

The Kennebec Historical Society received a $100,000 capital campaign grant in November from a New Hampshire-
based fund established by a collateral descendant of the original owner of the society’s Augusta headquarters 
building. Shortly afterward, a donation of $95,432 arrived from another descendant, designated for other purposes.

The grant, awarded by the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation’s Geoffrey E. Clark and Martha Fuller Clark Fund, 
will help support the society’s quest for more storage space for its collection of historical documents and artifacts, more 
room for research and society activities, and an endowment fund to generate operating income.

The second donation was given by Mrs. Clark’s brother, Henry Weld 
Fuller, of Baddeck, Nova Scotia. Fuller has directed that $10,000 of his 
gift be set aside for the society’s 2022 Moira H. Fuller Annual Fund 
campaign; $2,500 for the Charles Nash Fund, which is used to acquire 
and preserve items for the KHS collection; a dollar-for-dollar match, up 
to $10,000, of all donations to the 2021 Fuller Fund between the time the 
grant arrived and the end of the year; and the rest for upkeep, repairs, and 
improvements at the society’s headquarters.

“I am grateful that the extended Fuller family is continuing to support the work of the Kennebec Historical Society,” 
said Kent London, KHS vice president and chairman of the society’s Carriage House Expansion Committee.

The society’s headquarters building, the Henry Weld Fuller Jr. House, at 107 Winthrop Street in Augusta, is named for 
the man who first lived there and who financed its construction. Fuller (1810-1889), a lawyer who was born and raised in 
Augusta, is a relative of the recent donors. Fuller and his wife, the former Mary Storer Goddard, moved to Massachusetts 
a few years after their Augusta home was built. The house passed through a succession of private owners, then was the 
headquarters of the American Baptist Churches of Maine for about a half-century until the Kennebec Historical Society 
bought it in 2007.

In 2018 KHS began planning the Carriage House expansion, a three-story expansion of the Fuller House, a project 
expected to cost about $2.8 million. The plan also included the establishment of a $2 million endowment, which would be 
invested to generate income needed to operate the building. Earlier this year, the society’s Board of Directors broadened 
its expansion discussions to include the possibility of acquiring space in an existing building to help meet the current – 
and increasing – space needs for properly storing the society’s archives for the immediate future while continuing the 
exploration of an addition to the Fuller House.

“The Kennebec Historical Society is fortunate to have so many documents and items of importance to Kennebec 
County, many of which have been generously donated by families and organizations in the area,” said Jamie Logan, 
president of the society, responding in a prepared statement to news of the first gift. “We are grateful to the New Hampshire 
Charitable Foundation and the extended Fuller family for this incredible grant, which will be so helpful in our continued 
efforts to expand our archival space and keep these historic materials available for generations to come.”

The Fullers have been regular supporters of the society since it bought and upgraded its building.

Sustaining Business Members 
($1,000+ annual)

Kennebec Savings Bank

Sponsoring Business Members 
($500+ annual)

J. S. McCarthy Printing
O’Connor GMC

Meadow Park Development

and continues to recognize ...

Bill & Janice Bridgeo — Augusta
Allison Butterfield — Augusta

Esther Fuller — Halifax, Nova Scotia
Louis Fuller — Halifax, Nova Scotia 

Michael Fuller — Halifax, Nova Scotia 
Susanna Fuller — Halifax, Nova Scotia
Tom Niemann — Bedford, New York
Ira Selfridge — Halifax, Nova Scotia

KHS Welcomes the Following New Members



Page 4 November–December 2021

Continued from page 1

Following several years of relatively minor altercations involving settlers, land agents, surveyors, and sheriffs, matters 
finally came to a tragic end on September 8, 1809. On that date a large posse of armed settlers disguised as Indians 
confronted a survey crew and shots were fired, killing one of the surveyors.

Nash wrote that “Paul Chadwick was killed by assassination in the town of Malta (now Windsor). The suspected 
criminals – seven in number – were captured and brought to Augusta, and lodged in the new stone jail.” He added later 
that “the trial of the prisoners, which began November 16th and lasted about a week, resulted in an acquittal. The good 
people of Augusta were now relieved from the terrible strain which the Malta War had inflicted on their nerves.” 

The public hanging of Sager on January 2, 1835 — the last execution carried out in the county — was also likely 
conducted at the jail. Nash wrote, “Joseph J. Sager, of Gardiner, was accused of poisoning his wife, October 4, 1834. He 
was tried and convicted of murder, and sentenced by Judge Weston to be executed January 2, 1835. On that day he was led 
forth from the jail to his doom, and expiated his crime from a scaffold that had been erected in Winthrop Street Square. … 
A part of the gallows still exists as a ghastly relic among the rubbish in the basement of the present [in 1892] court house.” 

That last remark probably refers to the gallows’ 
trap door, which has been in the KHS collection for 
several decades.

Between 1820 and the Civil War years, the 
population of the United States increased by some 
20 million people. While many of them moved 
here to become farmers, many others moved to 
the city for the jobs and opportunities created by 
the industrial revolution. As the urban population 
grew so did crime and the necessity of keeping large 
numbers of prisoners. Prison-building in the U.S. 
moved into the modern era. 

Local concerns about the condition of the 
Kennebec County Jail were such that Augusta 
historian James W. North remarked, “The old jail, built in 1808, had served the county for a prison for nearly half a 
century, and, was in the opinion of the county commissioners, ‘wholly unfit for the purposes for which it was intended and 
used; more especially on account of the want of sufficient light, ventilation and cleanliness; it was inhuman, dangerous to 
life, and detrimental to health and good morals to imprison persons therein.’”

The Kennebec County commissioners wasted no time putting their plans for a new jail into effect. North wrote that 
on May 21, 1857, “the commissioners ‘voted to proceed at once in the preliminary measures necessary to the erection’ of 
a building of ample dimensions and great strength, conveniently arranged for keeping prisoners in separate cells; where 
they could be subject to improving and wholesome discipline and moral restraint. ...”

Enter here Gridley J.F. Bryant. In A Biographical Dictionary of Architects in Maine, Robert B. MacKay wrote: “Gridley 
J.F. Bryant, the great Boston mercantile architect who presided over the largest architectural office in New England at the 
height of his career in the middle of the nineteenth century, was no stranger to the state of Maine. Educated at the Gardiner 
Lyceum, one of America’s first technical schools where young mechanics were given a ‘scientific education,’ Bryant returned 
to design at least twenty buildings.” Among these surviving today are the Knox County Courthouse, the Penobscot County 
Courthouse, and the Washington County Jail. It is noted that Louis P. Rogers worked with Bryant on some of these projects.

Bryant’s works were built at a time when there were two contending ideas about confining and rehabilitating criminals. 
One, the Pennsylvania System, contended that absolute silence and unceasing solitary confinement were the most effective 
methods for changing prisoners’ behavior and making them useful and law-abiding citizens. Work was a privilege 
earned by good behavior and the favor of the administrators. Otherwise, prisoners under the Pennsylvania system were 
maintained with the absolute minimum of human contact or enrichment from books or any other entertainment, and 
it afforded its prisoners nothing but time itself to regret their crimes, be remorseful, and become truly penitent. For that 
reason, the term “penitentiary” was applied to some prisons. 

Rediscovered Bond

The Kennebec County Correctional Facility stands on State Street in Augusta. 
It consists of the 1859 jail, at left, and a modern annex at right.

Photo by Teddy Faugno

Continued on page 5
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In Maine there is an unsettling account of how inmates were treated at the Maine State Prison, built in 1824. Scott 
Christianson, in his 1998 book With Liberty for Some: 500 Years of Imprisonment in America, said, “Maine went to extremes 
to keep its convicts out of sight and out of mind. Its state prison, at Thomaston, had been founded by Dr. Daniel Rose, a 
physician who insisted that prisons should be as dark and comfortless as possible. He designed underground cells that 
could be entered when a rope ladder was lowered through a two-foot square hole. Convicts were planted inside like so 
many potatoes.”

The Pennsylvania System’s rival was the Auburn System, named for its early prototype, the Auburn Prison in Auburn, 
New York. It, too, was fundamentally a “silent” system, with the important exception being that prisoners worked 
together during the day and returned to solitary confinement at night. It was, in a sense, more humane and overtook the 
Pennsylvania System in time.

Bryant’s work in Maine included the building of the Androscoggin County Courthouse and Jail in Auburn. MacKay 
wrote, “For Maine’s county jails where inmate populations rarely exceeded several dozen, another solution was required. 
Drawing on the experience of his late partner, Louis Dwight, Bryant addressed this problem in the 1850s. His county 
buildings complex for Androscoggin at Auburn in 1857-7 [sic] neatly integrated a courthouse and a jail into a corner 
lot. The jail was based on the Hartford, Connecticut County Jail of 1836-7, which Dwight had considered a model small 
‘Auburn System’ (inside cellblock) facility. New innovations abounded, however, at the Auburn Jail where Bryant included 
speaking tubes, a bell system, self-locking doors, cast iron eyelets for peering into the cell block, cast iron basement 
windows ... improved spatial arrangements, and a state of the art ventilation system. ...”

The Kennebec County commissioners, having committed themselves in May 1857 to building a new jail, visited 
Auburn to inspect Bryant’s work. North’s account in his 1870 History of Augusta deserves a lengthy reiteration: “The 
county of Androscoggin having just finished a jail at Auburn, under the direction of G.J.F. Bryant, an architect of Boston, 
the commissioners, on the 4th of June, proceeded with some of the county officers to Auburn, where they met Mr. Bryant 
for the purpose of examining the jail. This visit resulted in employing Mr. Bryant to prepare two designs for a building, 
one adapted to the old jail lot the other to the court house lot. The old jail lot was finely situated for the new building, but 
it was difficult to construct from it the necessary sewers by a reasonable expense. For this reason the ‘old court house lot,’ 
which was better situated for that purpose, was selected. ...”

The commissioners then asked for jail construction proposals. 
“On the 16th of September nine bids had been received and were opened, when it appeared that Charles Webb of 

Bath was the lowest, and the contract was awarded to him at $52,287,” Nash wrote. “Mr. Webb immediately commenced 
erecting the building, and by the middle of November had the foundation wall nearly laid, when on account of the severity 
of the weather, the work on the wall was suspended until spring.”

In May, the Kennebec Journal reported: “The contractor for building the new jail in this city, Charles Webb, Esq. is 
pushing forward the work quite rapidly. The window frames to the main story are all set, and the stone work more than 
half up their sides. The brick lining to the walls, and the brick cells, fully keep pace with the exterior work. The building, 
when completed, will make a fine appearance.”

Webb was nearly killed in April. As reported by the Journal, he “was knocked senseless on Monday last by the recoil 
of a stone cart. It was feared for a time that he was fatally injured, but the prospect now is that he will shortly recover.”

Despite the weather and Webb’s setback, the Kennebec County Jail was finished in January 1859 and opened for 
public inspection on February 1. On February 4, the Journal reported, “The new jail in this city was opened Tuesday to the 
examination of the public, and large numbers availed themselves of the opportunity. The County Attorney, S. Lancaster, 
Esq., Judge Rice, Governor Morrill, and James G. Blaine, Esq., were severally called upon by the Commissioners, and 
delivered appropriate and highly interesting addresses to the large audience in attendance.”

What had begun in January 1858, when the county treasurer authorized the issuance of the bond, was followed by 
a rapid succession of events over a single year: the removal of the Kennebec County Courthouse to its current location 
and the building of the Kennebec County Jail in its place. During the next 160 years, it was expanded in proportion and 
purpose to become today’s Kennebec County Corrections Facility.

  — by Cameron Brown

Continued from page 4
Rediscovered Bond
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Off the Shelf ~ Joseph and Orville Baker

My quest for information about Orville Dewey 
Baker began with the fountain in downtown 
Augusta. The plate on it reads: “In Memory of 

Joseph Baker and Orville Dewey Baker — Presented to 
the City of Augusta by the Heirs of Orville Dewey Baker 
— 1909.” (Though in a prominent spot on Water St., the 
fountain remains unused and neglected.) 

Joseph and Orville were father and only child. The 
former was born in 1812 in Bloomfield, which is the present-
day Skowhegan. His early days were spent on farmland, 
but his intellect and character motivated him to attend 
Bowdoin College. He graduated in 1836, not before gaining 
a well-rounded education in letters. This added greatly to 
his teaching ability, earning him a position in Augusta as 
assistant teacher at the high school. He also began studying 
law and was accepted to the Kennebec bar in 1839, opening 
his own office. He subsequently went into a partnership with Sewall Lancaster until 1854. Meanwhile, in November 1841, 
he married Frances Gilman, sister of Jonathan P. Rogers, a former Maine attorney general.

He turned to writing editorials for the Kennebec Journal, and in less than a year’s time became publisher with James 
G. Blaine. The partnership was short-lived; Baker sold his share to John L. Stevens in January 1855.

In addition to his legal career spanning over 40 years, Joseph Baker had several other accomplishments that should 
be noted, paving the way for his only son: state senator, 1847; city solicitor, 1858-60 and 1868; another legislative stint in 
1870; and various law partnerships. He was also superintendent of schools somewhere along the line. By 1872, son Orville 
Baker joined his father for 10 years, then Leslie C. Cornish was added just one year prior to the elder Baker’s death.

Orville Baker entered this world on December 23, 1847, and soon showed great promise under Joseph’s watchful eye. 
He was prepared for admission to Bowdoin by the renowned Professor F.A. Waterhouse, later principal of the English 
High School in Boston. He graduated at the top of his class in 1868 after being awarded with every honor he was eligible 
for: superior declamation and English composition, as well as orator of his class. He took a year and a half off to travel in 
Europe before starting his study of law with his father. Two more degrees were earned in succession: M.A., Bowdoin, 1871; 
and Harvard Law School, 1872. He was offered positions teaching foreign languages but chose to continue with the legal 
profession. He was admitted to the Kennebec bar in 1872, and continued working with his father. His reputation grew as 
a trial lawyer. He represented a number of large concerns over the years, such as Portland Water Company, Maine Central 
Railroad, Boston and Maine Railroad, Western Union, and many more. 

His speaking was legendary. Here’s what he wrote on the subject of eloquence, as provided by Manley H. Pike in his 
Addresses and Memorials of Orville Dewey Baker (1847-1908), pp. 49-50, in a speech to Bowdoin alumni: “Eloquence is 
electric, like the shock from a battery. The orator in his persuasions, the lawyer or statesman in his argument, is rhythmic. 
He approaches it from afar, warily, and from common ground with his hearer. He assaults and then withdraws, chooses 
a new point of attack, gathers strength with each recoil, beats down opposing facts by alternate blows and rests, hurls at 
them with wave after wave of metaphor, logic, eloquence, reserves himself always for his climax, at last brings up all his 
reserves, and storms the citadel.”

Orville Baker was counsel for his fellow Republicans, when, in 1880, Gov. Alonzo Garcelon attempted to “count out” (i.e. 
“disqualify”) Republican legislators-elect so that Democrats would prevail in the next gubernatorial election.

Another notable achievement was becoming Maine’s attorney general, serving from 1885 to 1888. He was on hand as 
chief prosecutor for the murder trial of David L. Stain and Oliver Cromwell, who were convicted of killing treasurer J. Wilson 
Barron during a robbery of the Dexter Savings Bank. They were pardoned 12 years later.

Baker passed away August 16, 1908, from heart failure, at the age of 60. He was still president of the Maine Bar 
Association. His funeral was scheduled for three days later at South Parish Congregational Church. Unpretentious as he 
was, he asked that there be no singing.

 — Emily A. Schroeder, KHS archivist

This postcard of the Baker Memorial Fountain shows the plaque 
dedicating the fountain to Joseph and Orville Baker.

KHS Collection
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Stephen Thompson, who launched the Lost 
Trotting Parks Heritage Center as a blog 
in 2009, hopes to turn it into a brick-and-

mortar resource center and museum. For more 
than a decade, the Lost Trotting Parks Heritage 
Center, led by Thompson, has worked to ensure 
that Maine’s history of horse racing parks, also 
called trotting parks, is not forgotten. Now he is 
looking to establish a physical location.

Thompson, a Limestone native, was fascinated 
by horses from a young age. He said that when he 
and his cousin Clark Thompson were children, they 
would talk about starting their own horse farm.

“That was the beginning of my love of horses,” 
he said. “I was probably no more than 12 years old .”

Clark Thompson also became a trotting horse 
historian, and in 2009 he published a book titled 
Maine’s Trotting Horse Heritage Trail.

Stephen Thompson said his cousin later asked for help with research on a former trotting park in Waterville, now the 
Pine Grove Cemetery.

“As I stood on the grounds of the (graveyard) in Waterville, I asked myself ‘If this turned into a cemetery, what 
happened to the other old trotting parks in Maine?’ ” he said. “That was the start.”

In 2009, he launched the Lost Trotting Parks Heritage Center as a blog. In 2012, it became a registered nonprofit. 
Thompson now wants to find a physical home for his passion — to wit, a resource center and museum focused on 
trotting parks.

He seems to be the right man for the job. To expand and share 
his knowledge, Thompson has long been in touch with historical 
societies in towns across Maine. He believes there are more than 
80 lost trotting parks in the state, and eight or nine that are still in 
operation.

Lost Trotting Parks frequently makes presentations at historical 
societies, schools and agricultural fairs. For instance, the center recently 
set up an exhibit at the Windsor Fair. The project included the creation 
of 16 horse-themed banners. It also featured a circa 1880s high-wheel 
sulky — a lightweight cart typically pulled by horses or dogs.

Thompson said that even today, horses are very much a part of 
the state’s economy.

“I remember talking to a farmer up in Dixfield,” Thompson said, 
“who told me that every year he made at least $50,000 selling hay to 
horsemen. If the harness-racing industry went out of business, that 
man would lose his income.”

The organization plans to solicit grants so that the center can afford a physical museum complete with literature and 
displays, as well as staff. The challenge, Thompson said, isn’t setting up a physical space, but keeping it open. “You have to 
keep the money at the same level every year so you can pay expenses and pay people to do the work. It’s not easy.”

All the same, he believes the plan could come to fruition within a year or two.

— by Chris Bouchard

Stephen Thompson stands behind a circa 1880s high-wheel sulky in the 
Lost Trotting Parks Heritage Center’s display at the Windsor Fairgrounds on 
September 2. Wheels on modern racing carts are smaller than bicycle tires. 

Photo by Joe Phelan

Trotting Parks Center Hopes to Go from Blog to Museum
Reprinted with permission from the October 3  
online edition of the Kennebec Journal.

This 1879 map of Augusta’s Ward 1 shows the Augusta 
Trotting Park. The map is part of the collection of the 
Starting Gate Museum at the Windsor Fairgrounds. 
The site on the map is now home to the Augusta police 
station and the Kennebec Valley YMCA.

From the KHS collection
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Thoughts on the “Antiquarian Notebook”
Editor’s note: In 1997, KHS member and local historian Anthony Douin began writing a historical 
column for the Capital Weekly newspaper that ran for 12 years. Life member and Kennebec Current 
contributor Sally Furber Nelson has catalogued those articles.

Tracing the origins of local Christmas celebrations” was the title of the “Antiquarian 
Notebook” article dated December 20, 2001. Anthony Douin begins this article 
by noting that the early settlers in this area did not celebrate Christmas until the 

1830s, largely because of their Puritan background.
The second section of the article, titled “The Written Word,” is reproduced below:

“By this time, the evolution of the American celebration was well under way, fostered in literature. In 1809, Washington 
Irving published his Knickerbocker’s History of New York, a humorous look at his native city’s Dutch past, providing the 
first literary description in America of St. Nicholas.

“Irving described St. Nicholas as riding over the treetops in a wagon, bringing gifts to children. Later, in another 
book published in 1820, Irving gave the world Rip Van Winkle and the Legend of Sleepy Hollow. He also, in his sketch 
book, provided five stories describing Christmas at an English country squire’s house, Brace-bridge Hall. The kindly 
squire presided over a Christmas feast where servants, tenants, and the squire’s family joined in, all division momentarily 
forgotten in benign Christmas brotherhood.

“In 1823, another native of New York penned a poem now known to 
all as ‘The Night Before Christmas,’ but when published was entitled ‘A 
Visit from St. Nicholas.’ Its author, Clement C. Moore, a professor at an 
Episcopalian seminary, presented to the world a vision of St. Nicholas as a 
jolly and plump man who got about in a flying sleigh pulled by eight tiny 
reindeer to deliver presents on Christmas Eve.

“It’s hard for us to imagine how powerful the printed word was as a 
medium back then, but it was the way the culture was influenced in the 
19th century. Evidence of this is Charles Dickens’ ‘A Christmas Carol,’ 
published in 1843. An immediate hit in England, copies sold out in five 
days. Dickens’ immortal characters, Scrooge, Tiny Tim and the three 
ghosts of Christmas, had a profound effect on how Americans came to 
see Christmas.

“The printed medium’s final major contribution to our modern 
understanding of Christmas was the great political cartoonist Thomas 
Nast, a German immigrant who for several decades drew some of the 
great political cartoons in 19th century American publications. During 
the Civil War, it was Nast who drew the image of a jolly old elf, Santa 
Claus, which is now our modern icon.

“One last Christmas symbol, the Christmas tree, came into vogue in 
America around 1830. In York, [Pennsylvania], a group of women dedicated 
to charitable works, the Dorcas Society, featured at their Christmas fair 
a Christmas tree as a centerpiece of gift-giving. Soon the Christmas tree 
became a symbol of public gift-giving throughout the country.

“By 1870 the celebration of Christmas as we know it was well 
established. The Christmas symbols of trees, Santa Claus, feasting and gift 
giving were the norm throughout the country.”

    
Apologies: In the September-October newsletter, I mistakenly gave a wrong date; the Koussinoc Chapter of the 

Daughters of the American Revolution marked the graves of what they called the “Real Daughters of the American 
Revolution” in 2008.

— Sally Furber Nelson, KHS contributing editor

Father Christmas, as he appeared in Harper’s Weekly 
in 1881, was illustrated by Thomas Nast, a German 
immigrant.

From the KHS collection

“
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Upcoming Programs
January: “The First Amendment: A Maine Family’s Story of Living Their Freedoms.”

How many of your First Amendment rights can you name? In this presentation, Genie 
Gannett describes her family’s legacy in publishing and community involvement, living 
their First Amendment freedoms. The family traces its engagement with these rights to 

Gannett’s great-grandfather William Howard Gannett, who founded Comfort Magazine in 1888; 
and her grandmother Anne Gannett, who fought for women’s suffrage.  

Now Genie Gannett and her sister, Terry Hopkins, are continuing that legacy. Gannett 
explains how the two were inspired to help all Americans value our democracy after recognizing 
how few knew what their First Amendment rights were. Gannett shows the shocking statistics 
and explains what she is doing to make a difference.

When the Gannett House, located in Augusta beside the Blaine House and the state Capitol, 
went up for sale, the sisters decided to turn it into the First Amendment Museum. Since 2017, 
the museum has been helping visitors understand and uphold their First Amendment rights.

Gannett’s career started in education, teaching art to students in Kindergarten through 
12th grade in Florida, Alaska, and Maine. Gannett was helping her students practice their 

First Amendment rights through creative expression. After retiring, she and her sister co-founded the First Amendment 
Museum at the Gannett House, their grandfather Guy Gannett’s former home, to inspire all Americans to “live your 
freedoms.”

To view this presentation, head to the KHS Facebook page at 6:30 p.m. Wednesday, January 19, and the video will air 
live. It will also be available to watch later. If you have a question, please submit it in the comments during the live video 
presentation. Here is the link to the KHS Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/KHS1891. If you have any questions 
about the program, please call Scott Wood, executive director, at 622-7718.

Genie Gannett

February: “Rediscovering Rachel Field — The Journey That Led to The Field House”

Rachel Field was a National Book award winner, Newbery Medal 
winner, and rising writer-celebrity in Hollywood when she died 
suddenly and mysteriously in 1942 at the age of 47. Fifty years later, 

writer Robin Clifford Wood purchased Field’s former summer home on a 
tiny island in Maine. Surrounded by Rachel’s possessions in her beloved 
space, Wood became enchanted by Field and launched a quest to discover 
the secrets in her forgotten story, shrouded by tragedy. The Field House: 
A Writer’s Life Lost and Found on an Island in Maine is an unusual hybrid 
of biography and memoir, the result of a nine-year odyssey of research 
that brought two women’s writing lives to life. The award-winning book, 
published in May 2021, has gone into its fourth printing. In her talk, 
Wood will tell the story of her book journey and her uncanny connection 
with her biographical subject. In addition to sharing scenic and historic photos, Wood will play an audio recording of 
Field’s voice from a vintage radio show. Questions and conversation are encouraged.

Wood is an author, poet, and teacher. Her work has appeared in Bangor Metro, Bangor Daily News, Port City Life, 
Maine Public, Maine Review, Literary Ladies’ Guide, Book Babble, Writes4Women.com, Lighten Up Online, and Solstice 
Literary Magazine, which published her essay “How Do You Help Your Parents Die?” Wood and her husband live in 
central Maine with a dog named Clara. The Field House is her first book. 

To view this presentation, head to the KHS Facebook page at 6:30 p.m. Wednesday, February 16, and the video will air 
live. It will also be available to watch later. If you have a question, please submit it in the comments during the live video 
presentation. Here is the link to the KHS Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/KHS1891. If you have any questions 
about the program, please call Scott Wood, executive director, at 622-7718.

The Field House was written by our speaker, Robin 
Clifford Wood. 

Photo courtesy of the author
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