COLD WATER CROSSING

This story is a factual reconstruction of a double murder that occurred in March, 1873, off the New England coast. The event was followed closely by newspapers across the country for months. It is unique because of the circumstances surrounding the crime and the controversy that followed. Reconstructed from old newspaper articles, court transcripts, the Internet and other source materials, the essence of the story is as accurate as I have been able to make it.

 Names and places are real, as is trial testimony. Where facts and dialogue were available from research and documented sources, they are accurate. Where they were scant or sustained by rumor, yet necessary for the flow of the story and capture of emotions, the interpretations are mine. 

This is an attempt to enter the minds of a killer and his victims, in a tragedy that happened many years ago. No one can know for sure what thoughts they had at the time. Those rest with the dead. But a careful examination of what is known, can lead to a logical portrayal of circumstances and human reaction on the nights of March 5th and 6th, 1873 and the months beyond.

PROLOGUE

In the early hours of March 6, 1873, two murders occurred ten miles off the coast of Maine under highly unusual circumstances, so unusual that today, nearly one hundred thirty six years later, the crime and what followed, remain the subject of controversy and debate. Some believe the evidence against the killer was largely circumstantial and contrived. Others are convinced the series of events surrounding him left no doubt of his guilt.

Unfortunately, murder isn't uncommon in America. Most are soon forgotten; remembered only by family, friends and a select few who were directly involved, such as investigating officers. Some, though, leave a deep impression and aren’t erased from public memory as easily. They touch a certain nerve, are remembered, discussed, argued over and written about long after the event occurs; the Lizzie Borden axe murders, Sacco- Vanzetti, Stanford White, Jack the Ripper, the Lindbergh kidnapping, are examples of sensational crimes that have left  unanswered questions and continue to stir  interest.

The murders on Smuttynose Island rank in that category. They have become a significant part of the legend of the Isles of Shoals, a gleaming cluster of islands ten miles due east from the seaport town of Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Tranquil, beautiful in their own way, at the same time, remote and desolate in winter. For generations they were inhabited by industrious men and women who provided their families with fish caught from the surrounding cold, deep waters of the Atlantic, for there was little the infertile soil could produce. Toward the latter part of the nineteenth century these families, many of Norwegian descent, were moving to the mainland as the islands became the forerunners of Atlantic coastal resorts and cod fishing, as a means of livelihood, was in decline. The short summer season  brought many guests to the hotels but when they closed in September, the tiny archipelago became  deserted and cut off from the rest of the world, at least for as long as winter lasted.

In 1873 barely sixty native inhabitants lived “out there” year round. Of the islands, nine in all, only three were inhabited, sustained by a supply boat making periodic runs from the mainland. More often, the fishermen themselves would sail the ten miles to shore for  supplies. This could take up to two hours in good weather but if the head tide and winds weren't right, it could take most of a day. Rowing to and from the mainland was not common. Few would attempt it in the dead of winter under harsh conditions but for one man, a killer whose motives and actions defied logic; who viciously murdered two innocent women, alone that night on one of the islands.

The Norwegian inhabitants, called shoalers by those who lived on the mainland, were peaceful, kind and gentle. Admired and respected by those who knew them. In 1873, they were witnessing the end of one era and the beginning of another as cod fishing became an increasingly difficult way to make a living. Few were successful since that area of the Atlantic, north to Newfoundland, had been over fished for years by commercial boats from Europe as well as local fishermen. The demise of one industry, however, saw the beginning of another as men like Tom Laighton and John Poor recognized good investment opportunities. Toward the end of the century, they built large hotels, among the first on the Atlantic coast, and the islands were emerging as a place of summer vacation resorts for the well to do. The Atlantic House, The Appledore House and The Oceanic were either open for business or under construction in 1873, providing first class accommodations to those who could afford that privilege. It was a time of change and  contrasts were stark between struggling fishermen and the splendor of Victorian style hotels whose celebrity guests presaged an end to a way of life. In addition to wealthy vacationers, the islands in 1873 were inhabited by temporary construction workers known to the fishermen and their families. 

The vibrancy of summer surrendered quickly to the bleakness, cold and desolation of winter when gale winds could reach near hurricane force. Permanent residents would hunker down to await arrival of spring; four to five months of punishing existence in near isolation.

A confluence of events beginning on March 5th, resulted in the murders of two women who were island inhabitants. The crime brought national attention to the small community. By mid day of Thursday, the 6th, word reached Portsmouth police that an atrocity had happened on one of the islands, Smuttynose. A group of fishermen from the Isles stunned with disbelief and rambling in heavily accented English, broke the news to authorities. Two of their own were savagely murdered. The killer could still be out there on the small cluster of islands or he had somehow made it back to Portsmouth in a dory on a very cold night. He had to be caught and, what’s more, they knew who did it. Police Chief Thomas Entwhistle calmed the men down and slowly began to piece their story together.

CHAPTER ONE

March 5, 1873- Smuttynose Island, Maine

It wasn't that there was anything unusual about the day, except for the biting cold arriving in mid afternoon bringing wind that stirred a noticeable chop to the sea. Even that wasn't unusual if you lived ten miles off the Maine coast in early March. It was just another day with the same work routine; hooks to be baited, lobster traps to be checked, boats to be repaired. That was everyday life on the coastal waters of New England. March 5th, however, would prove anything but routine because of events about to unfold. As the day progressed into early evening and the workday ended, there was nothing out of the ordinary that might be a harbinger of those events. Now, the last rays of light dimmed on the horizon as night fell on the shoreline towns, and also on a tiny island situated almost directly on the imaginary line in the ocean dividing Maine from New Hampshire. 

Resting on a granite rise, a weather beaten red house stood in dark silhouette against a fading sky, its outline broken only by the yellow glow from a window casting a patch of light on the snow below. Inside, a crackling stove fire radiated warmth into the kitchen as feathers of frost etched the window panes. That afternoon, a cold front dropped the temperature noticeably, chilling the sea coast area and bringing an end to the short respite of mild weather that promised false hope of an early spring. In an unlit room off the kitchen, a woman peered out the frosted window facing the small inlet harbor, hoping to see her husband’s familiar schooner. But she knew it was getting too late and far beyond the time he would attempt to sail. She couldn't remember the last time he sailed after dark and thought it unlikely he would make it home that night. Still, she held some hope that maybe he would change his mind. Apprehensive all day, her worry intensified when, late in the afternoon, she learned for sure he wouldn't be back that night. It angered her that he left it to a neighbor to deliver the message. Though relieved to get the news, she thought it unlike him to go on to Portsmouth without telling her himself. He always stopped on his way with assurance that he would be home by dark. This night was different.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a quiet voice  from the kitchen urging her to come where it was warmer. The voice belonged to her older sister, Karen, telling her reassuringly not to worry so. The men would be away for one night only and return by mid morning the next day. Maren consented, trying not to think about the three of them being alone overnight. 

Maren and Karen, names sounding so much alike people wondered what motivated their parents to call them such. And now there was Anethe, sister in law to both, outstandingly beautiful and the latest to join their household. After five long years being alone most of the time, Maren was grateful for their company these last few months.

She joined Anethe and Karen in the kitchen and tried not to think about John. She did unnecessary things, polished a kettle, polished only the day before, swept the floor one more time, cleaned drawers and dusted. None of it needed doing but making work helped for a while until a few hours later, anxiety found its way into her mind, the way thick fog blankets the island when warm air meets cold ocean water. Five winters living on a barren, wind swept speck of land, hardened her to loneliness during daylight hours. But nights were always spent with John in the house and his absence made a difference, for it was then she needed him, came to expect him by dark and he never failed to be there, not once in five years. Perhaps she had become too dependent on him but by now she thought he understood her dislike for him to be away over night. But, thank God, at least Karen and Anethe were there.

That he should have made a different choice was perhaps her feeling. And why this night of all nights? Was the shipment of bait so important? He had run low before, could it have waited until morning? Why did he take Matthew and Even with him leaving no men to protect them? Didn’t he know that in the past two weeks, construction laborers began working just across the channel on Star, building the new hotel? Now she was aware of strangers on the nearby island and this made her uncomfortable since it was only a short distance by rowboat to reach Smuttynose.

Her mind searched for rational explanations to  explain her husband's unexpected behavior. What were his reasons? Maybe he thought she felt safe with her sister and sister in law there. At least she wasn’t by herself as she had been for most of the past five years. That must be it; what else would explain why he left them alone? She had relatives with her and this was something new after spending so many days and years by herself. For a while now, she enjoyed their companionship while he was at sea and it was a delight to have someone there to ease the abysmal solitude. But without him, nighttime enshrouded her like a menacing cloak and she felt vulnerable and fearful. From what, she wasn’t quite sure. 

There was a mysterious feeling about these islands that could be foreboding and she couldn’t quite explain it. Maybe it was the island itself with all its tragic stories, told over and over until she knew every last one by heart. She hated the long winter nights when Smuttynose was snow covered and she felt like an exiled prisoner sent to a forgotten place with no hope of escape. There were too many endless gray days spent alone cursing the fog, storms and cold winds that could erode a woman’s spirit until she thought she would lose her mind. Depression was hard to resist and with it came fear. She had to change her thinking, spring would arrive soon and everything would return to normal; but spring seemed far away. 

For his part, John was aware of growing discontent and complied with most of her demands, he couldn’t blame her. He brought her to the island knowing what it would be like. The incessant isolation, day after day, would take their toll sooner or later but what else could he do? They couldn't continue living in Boston's North End. He didn’t want to leave the three of them alone but this time felt he had no choice. It was necessary. He expected a shipment of bait coming from Boston on the evening train and couldn’t chance leaving it in Portsmouth over night. Someone had to be there to claim it. He could have made it back to the island, perhaps late, but refused to compromise his own firm rule; he would never sail after dark. It was his concession to the sea and it had kept him safe so far. He decided to stay in Portsmouth and risk upsetting Maren. Karen and Anethe would keep her company and he was satisfied nothing could go wrong. Late that day, returning from the fishing grounds, he reefed the sails and hailed a neighbor’s passing boat asking him to get word to Maren he wouldn’t be back that evening, then sailed on to Portsmouth taking his brother, Matthew and her brother Even, along to help. They were a team and he needed them. The three worked well together and the fish caught from his small schooner provided their only source of income. Without bait there were no fish to sell and he had to feed a growing household numbering six now that Karen was living with them. Maren, trying to think as he would, sensed her husband’s reasoning. Finally, she decided he was right but the thought wouldn’t go away; this was the first time in five years he wouldn't be there for supper. The first time she would spend an evening without him.

The fire in the stove died to embers. Outside the night air grew colder as the temperature continued dropping. The three women ate dinner without the men, sewed and made small talk. At ten o’clock, Maren said it was time to retire, made up Karen's bed in the kitchen and placed one last log in the stove. Her sense told her to stop worrying. The night would pass and morning would dawn gray and bleak the way it always did in winter; and he would be back; and she would be herself again with his favorite breakfast prepared; and all this would prove nonsense. So she left food for the dog, slipped under the covers, next to Anethe, and went to bed telling herself she was acting childish.

That night the biting cold in Portsmouth left most people wanting no more than to go home or find a warm tavern for an ale and hot chowder. Most people, that is, except one, they later said, for something quite unusual and out of the ordinary was about to happen on the evening of March, 5th.

Years later, the townspeople told of a man who left a Portsmouth saloon and rowed furiously down river toward the open sea in a tiny boat and how only a most compelling motive could persuade someone to do what he did under the circumstances; either that or the person had lost all rational thinking. Indeed, that night there was a lone figure far at sea pulling on oars and in a great hurry. He knew weather in the coastal area was unpredictable and could change rapidly, especially in March, but was sure there would be no storm, the conditions weren’t right. He sensed it as only a man with sea experience can, they said. 

Others would ask how anyone could endure the harsh elements for as long as four hours, an icy chill that penetrated clothing and numbed the body. Wouldn’t this make crossing to the islands extremely unlikely? And the ocean that night had a water temperature in the mid to high thirties they said. Should he capsize, he would be fortunate to survive no more than a few minutes. The crime couldn't have been committed by someone rowing from the mainland. Out of the question.

Not so! Said the many who believed he did it. Surely it could be a fatal journey if he wasn’t careful but if he remained focused, bent his back to the task and moved swiftly with a cadenced rhythm he could ignore the freezing wind and salt spray and make it in less than five hours. Besides, he had experience with this sort of thing and the tide was in his favor. He had rowed the distance before and it could be done they argued. Others had, why couldn't he?

The boat he depended on was a small dory, no more than twelve feet long, hardly seaworthy for crossing ten miles of open water in a choppy sea. He had stolen it earlier that night from David Burke, a local fisherman. That very day, Burke had replaced oar locks and other fittings with brand new hardware. He moored at Pickering’s Wharf where he always tied up while in town, finished his business that night, walked down Market Street and turned on to Water Street toward the docks. He expected to row the short distance to his home at New Castle but was surprised to discover his boat missing. He was angry,  someone had stolen it after he just replaced the hardware. He retraced his steps uptown and reported the theft. The next day, police would find his boat abandoned near the Wentworth hotel at New Castle, just southeast of Portsmouth. The oars, new oarlocks and fittings, installed the previous day, showed severe wear, as if they had seen several months use in a single night. 

They said that by 9 o’clock he was more than an hour out and the tide and wind were moving him swiftly. He figured it would take at least four, possibly five hours to reach the island and that much again to return before dawn. He had to make it back while it was still dark, then he would slip out of Portsmouth unseen. A dory fisherman, he was used to rowing long distances. Not twenty miles within ten hours, was the reply; not under those conditions and certainly not at night. 

Those who thought it possible for someone to make it to the islands and back in a rowboat, in the dead of winter, said he must have departed hastily, only minutes ahead of Burke discovering his boat was gone, caught the current and moved rapidly down the Piscataqua River. The river flows from the lakes region of New Hampshire and empties into the Atlantic. It forms the lower boundary between New Hampshire and Maine, separating not only the two states but also the towns of Portsmouth and Kittery.  

Known for its strong currents, a man had to be careful in a small boat when the tide was going out. Stories abounded of fishermen swept out to sea attempting to navigate it in a receding tide but now everything worked in his favor. There was no other way he could have succeeded. An incoming tide wouldn’t provide the opportunity he was looking for. The fast moving and receding current was one of those things that fell into place and the tides would be with him too, on the return trip. It wasn’t something he had planned, it just seemed to happen. The dory slid rapidly through the water and after he passed Badger’s Island and the Portsmouth Naval Yard on his left, it was only a mile and a half before he reached open sea, passing Fort Point on his right and the twinkle of Boon’s Light far to his left. Many were convinced this was the way it happened.

They said he was a fisherman and journeyman laborer who picked up odd jobs by hanging around the wharf area. Money was always a problem for him, more so than most and he constantly skirted the edge of poverty, barely scraping by. They knew him. He was from Boston, just seemed to appear one day. Now, from time to time, he hired out to bait cod hooks for other fishermen or sign on for temporary work aboard one of the large schooners out of Portsmouth. Only a few months before, early January it was, he came close to losing his life while working as a crew member aboard one of those schooners. For the first time in a long while he was making steady money but it was short lived. One day his  ship either got caught in a storm or by a freak accident, rapidly took on water and sank. It is thought they were near land when the captain ordered the men to abandon ship, everyone was on his own to make it to shore in the frothing surf. He narrowly escaped drowning or serious injury but the Addison Gilbert sank, taking with it most of his possessions as well as his job. The town folk knew the story well. Once more, he was back on one of the familiar downward spirals that seemed to be the hallmark of his life. 

He was the one all right, they said, desperate, couldn’t pay his rent and overheard by more than one to say he would murder to get money. They said if he was able to reach the islands by midnight, it left just enough time to savagely murder two people, steal their money and make it back to Portsmouth before dawn.

