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In a December 14, 1748, diary entry, the pastor of Second 
Parish Church in Exeter, New Hampshire, described the danger 
of the town’s river.  “Poor Titus,” Rev. Daniel Rogers wrote, 
“Col. Gilman’s servant fell into the river going to get a pail of 

water and was drowned.” 
Held in bondage at the Gilman House by Peter Gilman, Titus 

died in New Hampshire’s frigid Exeter River while working for the 
household. Without this brief mention of Titus, we would have no 
record of his life. His drowning meant he would not have been 
recorded in Gilman’s will, one of the main documents available to 
locate individuals enslaved in this period. And without the Exeter 
River, the Gilmans might not have enslaved Titus at all. The Gilman 
family dammed the waterways that powered their sawmills for cutting 
the large timbers that enabled them to accumulate enough wealth to 
purchase enslaved people. As they manipulated rivers and cut trees, 
this led to increasing conflict over resources with the indigenous 
Penacook people. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 
Gilmans led military units in their attempts to dispossess Indigenous 
peoples of their forests and flowing rivers. 

As the research scholar examining Maine and New Hampshire, 
I get to enjoy the rivers flowing past most of the historic sites while 
focusing on waterways as a vital source of interpretation for Historic 
New England’s Recovering New England’s Voices initiative. These 
streams defined the lives of each home’s residents as they traveled 
and worked on them or contended with their floods. Rivers constantly 
change; as they do, people change, too, even as they have attempted 
to control them with dams and canals. To understand New England’s 
Indigenous history, its history of slavery, or its history of inequality, and 
the ways these different strands are connected, we must consider the 
region’s rivers. 

Because slaveholders meticulously recorded the movement of 
enslaved people outside the household, examining rivers provides an 
opportunity to recover more of their stories as they traveled up and 
down New England’s waterways. Last summer I visited Bowman House 
in Dresden, Maine, on the Kennebec River, for the first time. Its front 
door faces the river, which was once the main route to the rest of New 
England and the world. 

Before Cicero was enslaved at Bowman House (1762), he had lived 
in Boston; Portsmouth, New Hampshire; and Kittery, Maine. In a 1769 
letter, Mary Emerson, soon to be Jonathan Bowman’s wife, wrote 
from Portsmouth to her sister’s husband, Ebenezer Hancock (brother 
of John Hancock), asking him to pay the freight as she shipped Cicero 
down the Piscataqua River and along the coast to Boston. 

One year later, Cicero probably arrived from Boston via the 
Kennebec River at Bowman House. It was the largest and finest house 
in the area; Jonathan Bowman wanted to present an image of his 

by !SCOT!MCFARLANE! 
Research Scholar, Recovering New England’s Voices 

Sunrise over the Kennebec River at 
Bowman House in Dresden, Maine. 
Photograph by John Lichter.
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The front door at Bowman House 
opens to a view of the Kennebec River. 
Photograph by John Lichter.
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wealth and power to everyone on 
the river. During the Revolution, 
Cicero crossed the Kennebec 
as he ran away to Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, and attempted to 
join the Continental Army. 

While the Wabanaki, the people 
native to the Maine area, explicitly 
claimed rivers in their identity, 
everyone relied on the waterways 
to form their communities. Author 
Laurel Thatcher Ulrich recovered 
Martha Ballard’s remarkable 
life story in A Midwife’s Tale, an 
interpretive study of diary entries 
Ballard made from 1785 through 
1812. Living upstream and across the 
Kennebec from Bowman House, 
Ballard used the river to reach her 
patients in all weather conditions. 
Just as New England rivers could 
cause death, they also connected 
communities and enabled access 
to care. For brief periods, when the 
river froze or thawed, the Kennebec 
was a more formidable barrier since 
it could neither be paddled across 
nor traversed by foot. However, this 
did not stop Ballard from crossing it 
to treat her patients. In one instance, 
she describes crashing through the 
ice and quickly changing clothes 
before delivering another baby.  

The history of the Kennebec also 
explains why so few colonists settled 
in the area around Bowman House 
prior to the middle of the eighteenth 
century. Scholars such as Ashley 
Smith and Zachary Bennett have 
shown how rivers were central to the 
Wabanaki people’s understanding 
of the world; when they negotiated 
treaties, they referred to “their 
rivers” rather than their land. Their 
superior technology in the form 
of birch bark canoes and their 
knowledge of Maine’s waterways 
allowed the Wabanaki to resist 
British settlement despite their 

relatively small population. They 
could move quickly on the water 
to attack and then disappear up 
tributaries, an impossible maneuver 
for the much heavier craft of the 
British. The Wabanaki could inflict 
both real and psychological damage 
on British settlers, who could only 
adequately protect themselves by 
living within forts. Different tribes 
predominated on each major river, 
but the birch bark canoe made 
it possible for them to travel and 
connect with each other with brief 
portages. 

Studying Historic New England’s 
sites through rivers highlights 
common themes of resistance and 
injustice linked through water. In the 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and early 
nineteenth centuries, white families 
in northern New England built their 
fortunes from Native dispossession 
and the enslavement of Africans. 

All the wealthy families relied 
on their rivers for trade—in New 
Hampshire, the Langdons and 
Rundlets on the Piscataqua, 
the Gilmans on the Exeter; and 
then in Maine, the Hamiltons on 
Salmon Falls River, the Saywards 
on the York, the Bowmans on the 
Kennebec, and the Tuckers and 
Nickels on the Sheepscot. These 
families did this in large part by 
trading timber for sugar. Trees felled 
inland were floated down and sawn 
on waterways before being loaded 
on ships to trade with planters in 
the West Indies who had already 
deforested those islands to grow 
sugarcane. In addition to the lives 
lost through warfare as settlers 
sought their resources, Indigenous 
communities suffered as dammed 
streams began to dramatically 
reduce the number of life-sustaining 
fish like salmon and shad that 
migrated upstream. 

Given the importance of 
these locations for each family’s 
wealth, rivers could also be sites 
of resistance. Today most of 
these landscapes appear relatively 
noncommercial though they were 
once occupied with people filling 
boats with timber and unloading 
rum. When I visited Sayward-
Wheeler House in York Harbor I saw 
a waterfront that had changed far 
more than the old homes adjacent 
to it—the York River appeared as 
a Maine tourist postcard scene of 
pleasure boats and a few lobster 
boats. The old wharves and ships had 
long since disappeared. 

One of the two enslaved men at 
Jonathan Sayward’s house, Cato, 
attempted to escape in 1769 but 
was recaptured. Shortly after this 
attempt, Jonathan wrote in his diary 
that a barrel of sugar had been lost 
when the enslaved men working on 
the wharf dumped it overboard into 
the York River. 

During the Colonial Revival 
period from the late nineteenth 
to the early twentieth centuries, 
many wealthy New England families 
set out to restore homes as they 
imagined them in the colonial era, 
ignoring the parts of the landscape 
that made it possible to construct 
these grand homes in the first place. 
As Historic New England considers 
how to present each site through 
Recovering New England’s Voices, 
one possibility would be to recreate 
some of the old wharves for visitors 
to visualize the work and the laborers 
who did it.

Though they may appear to have 
a diminished role in American life, 
rivers remain an important source of 
interpretation and influence today.  
The power of their tides or floods, 
worsened by climate change, makes 
it unwise to ignore the ongoing 
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importance of our relationship with 
them. 

Each Historic New England site 
with a pretty view of the river has 
a tie to the past. Much of my work 
as a researcher involves reading 
through archival manuscripts 
or browsing digital archives, but 

sometimes we can learn the most 
from being on the water.   

Launched in September 2021, 
Recovering New England’s Voices 
is Historic New England’s multiyear 
commitment that takes a more 
inclusive approach to sharing the 
region’s history with truth and 

accuracy. Using research, art, 
storytelling, and technology, this 
initiative makes our historic sites 
catalysts for new conversations, 
recognizing historically marginalized 
communities and creating a more 
complete record of all the region’s 
stories.

An image from the late nineteenth century shows a wharf on the Sheepscot River in Wiscasset, Maine, at Historic New England’s Castle Tucker 
(1807), visible high on the hill in the background. This is the site today, long after activity there ceased. Photograph by Scot McFarlane. 


