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“A truly talented historian unravels the fascinating life
of a community that is so forelgn, and yet so smular to our own.”
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INTRODUCTION

“a gfeat sea A going”™

Eight months of the year Hallowell, Maine, was a seaport. From
early April to late November, ocean-going vessels sailed up the
Kennebec, forty-six miles from the open Atlantic, bringing
Pennsylvania flour, West Indian sugar, and English cloth and
hardware, returning with shingles, clapboards, hogshead and
barrel staves, white ash capstan bars, and pine boards destined

for Boston or Bristol or Jamaica.! In late autumn, ice blockaded

the river, sometimes so suddenly that though a man had been
expecting it for weeks, he was caught unprepared. One year, on
November 25, after the last ships had sailed from the town,
Jonathan Ballard pushed off from his father’s sawmill with a raft
of boards destined for Long Reach on the coast. He got no
farther than Bumberhook Point, three miles below, before the
Kennebec closed around him. It didn’t open again until April 1.2

Hallowell folks remembered openings and closings of the
river the way people in other towns remembered earthquakes -
or drought. In 1785, the year of the long winter, the ice was
still firm enough on April 22 to hold a sleigh bearing the body
of Samuel Howard, one of the original settlers of the town; to
his burying place at Fort Western. Not until May 3 did the first
vessels'arrive from “the westward,” bringing corn and pork to
the straitened town.? People both welcomed and feared the
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ated as a midwife for the first time in 1778, but she had probably
assisted in dozens of births in Oxford. This was the era of “so-
cial childbirth,” when female relatives and neighbors, as well as
midwives, attended births. Most midwives began as observers,
gradually assuming a more active role, until one day, when the
old midwife was delayed or willing, they “performed.” For Mar-
tha, moving to Maine probably accelerated this process. In Ox-
ford, even if she had the ability to practice she may have had
little opportunity, since there were many older women in the
town. Her own Grandmother Learned was alive until 1777.13
In Hallowell, by contrast, she was one of the older women in
a young and rapidly growing town.

Giving birth to nine babies was also a part of her preparation
as a midwife. As one eighteenth-century midwifery manual ex-

pressed it, “There is a tender regard one woman bears to another, .

and a natural sympathy in those that have gone thro’ the Pangs of
Childbearing; which, doubtless, occasion a compassion for those
that labour under these circumstances, which no man can be a
judge of.™ Martha’s “natural” sympathy had also been devel-
oped through death. Between 1767 and 1770, Oxford lost 12 per-
cent of its population in one of the worst diphtheria epidemics in
New England’s history. One hundred forty-four persons died,
mostly children ages two to fourteen. Martha’s uncle and aunt,
Richard and Mary Moore, buried eight of their eleven children.
Martha and Ephraim lost three of their six children in less than ten
days.” A row of tiny headstones in the burying ground behind
the Oxford Congregational Church commemorates the Moore
deaths. There are no Ballard stones. Martha memorialized her
little girls in the diary she kept along the Kennebec.

~June 17, 1786: “this is 17 years since the Death of my Daugh-
ter Triphene. who Deceast AE 4 years & 3 months.”

July 1, 1788: “It is 19 years this Day since the Death of my
Daughter Dorothy.” (Dorothy had been two.)

- July 5, 1789: “20 years since my daughter Martha’s death.”
(Martha was “8 years & 2 months & 28 days” when she died.)
©-Both of the Ballard sons, Cyrus, twelve, and Jonathan, six,

survived the throat distemper. Of the four daughters, only Lucy, _
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age ten, remained. “It was a very hott day & Continued so thro
the sumer,” Martha recalled in one of the entries remembering
Triphene’s death.2 She had reason to feel the heat in that sum-
mer of sorrow. She was seven and a half months pregnant when
the first of her daughters died. :

On August 6, 1769, amidst death, she gave birth. The baby
was named Hannah, for Mother Ballard. Two years later an-
other baby girl was born. She became Dorothy, or “Dolly,” for
Grandmother Moore, for her Aunt Dorothy Barton, and for the
sister who had died of diphtheria. Perhaps there would have
been another Triphene or Martha in 1773, but in that year
Ephraim Ballard was in Maine searching out a new home. As
a consequence, the last Ballard baby, named Ephraim for his
father, was born in Hallowell in 1779.2

When Ephraim Ballard ascended the Kennebec in 1775 in search
of new land, he was doing what his great-grandfather had done
more than a century before when he left Lynn, Massachusetts, to
build mills in the new town of Andover and what his own father
had done when he left Andover for Billerica and then Oxford. The

 Ballards had been millers for four generations in New England,

and in three of those four they helped to settle new towns.

The French and Indian wars first led Oxford men to Maine.
Martha’s cousin Nathan Moore, a veteran of the invasion of
Canada, was settled in Vassalboro on the Kennebec by 1768.%
Another cousin, Ebenezer Learned, also a veteran, became a
proprietor of the new township of Livermore on the Andros-
coggin River, though he continued to live in Oxford. Ephraim
went to Maine for the first time as a surveyor and agent for
Cousin Ebenezer, though his interest soon turned from the
Androscoggin to the Kennebec.? By 1775 his brother Jonathan,
his brother-in-law Thomas Towne, Martha’s brother Ebenezer
Moore, and her brother-in-law Stephen Barton had all settled

_on lands laid out by the Kennebec Proprietors.2 Removing to

Maine became another way of remaining in Oxford.
In 1775, there were six incorporated townships along the
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cross was in Travill. Her women were immediately Calld &
Shee was Safe Delivrd at 5 hours 30 minutes Evening of a fine
son.” Then she added as a kind of aside: “Her Husband & Mrs
Delino & her Childn went on board bound for Nantucket Early
this morn.” With some attention to context (and a quick search
of family records), the characters in this little drama can be
straightened out—Mrs. Norcross and Mrs. Delano were Mrs.
Hussey’s daughters.# ‘

Now look at the sequence of events so casually described in the

entry. The ship bound for Nantucket left “Early” in the morning;
the midwife arrived at eleven; the baby was born at 5:30 that af-
ternoon. What we don’t know is whether Mrs. Norcross was al-
ready in labor when her husband and sister sailed down the river,
having risen early to catch the northwest wind that would make
for easy sailing to Long Reach. Probably not. Earlier entries for
the month suggest that Mr. Norcross had been waiting in port for
almost two weeks anticipating the birth of his child. Martha first
went to the Hussey house on April ¢ and was still there two days
later when “Captain Norcross came home” with the first ships of
the season. She left on the eleventh, returned on the thirteenth,
left again on the eighteenth, and was back the next day, remaining
until April 20. When she was finally “called in” at the Hussey
house on April 23, she had already spent a total of nine days wait-
ing for a baby that would not arrive. It is doubtful she would have
left Mrs. Norcross again for the Hewins delivery if there had been
any sign of labor. That flat entry, “Her Husband & Mrs Delino &
her Childn went on board bound for Nantucket Early this morn”
Was an ironic commentary on a month’s frustration. The watched
pot would not boil.

Here the more interesting point may not be the departure of the
seafaring father (for men the conflict between work and family is
an old and continuing one) but the presence of the distant sister.
Betsy Delano, whose husband was also a mariner, lived in Nan-
tucket. Did she sail up the river with Philip Norcross on April 11
hoping to attend her sister’s delivery? Or had she spent the winter

months in Hallowell with her mother while her own husband was
at sea? '
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A second subplot is suggested by a clue s0 subtle tfhat WIth-(:lil:
long acquaintance with Martha Ballalilc‘l;s halt)}llts otil gz fte(r)e]rl}crei{xus_
ily missed: She wrote of going to Mrs rather .
::;]’lsyhr::)sse, though in the same section she spoke o{lgo(;lg to fllﬁr
Bullins, Capr Coxes, and Mr Gooins: lInfMa;th?hEa;{ z:sesy zgus e,
houses belonged to men. That in pril of 1789 ! rouse
belong to a wife is significant. Obed H_us§ey was i
i;/ei:;?sis:t)jai(i, imgprisoned for debt. S-h? alluded to his snuatxr:(rl\worr;
April 18, during one of her many visits to Mrs. Nor}clro.s.s}.1 Mes
Hussey Gone to see her Husband,” she wrote, though wit iy}ll)t
cal restraint she said nothing more. Obfed Hussey was Z gﬁSh)j
years old that year. He never again saw h?s warehouses an oot
ing seines along the Kennebec. “Esq;nre Hussey expire |
ison,” Martha noted on June 17, 1790. _ o
P“Z";‘i’ffrem kind of adversity is suggested.in the dran;{atlc.]oslzl;
ney across swollen streams and deep gl_llhes to the fiv:u;arm
delivery. That Ebenezer Hewins was trying to call:le oub  farm
in the second mile of settlerrlxeknt s}:ng%ests syosm:r:dlrtl}%eaBg“ardS,
own status. Earlier arrivals, like the usse ; ,
i the river. There is a kind of dlSOl‘del: as well as ex
Ei‘t,:r(il::tarsuggested by Ebenezer Hewins’s precipitous fetc}:rr;g_
of the midwife, a feeling compounded later by the en;lr); ﬁinha
ing the burning of the cloak, and by the knowle_dge t8 at artha
Ballard had delivered the Hewinses.’ first baby in 1787 jus
months after the couple were marned.j" N N
The problem is not that the dilar}lr) is trw‘l,aelr:;; ;da; gsorbed
ore stories than can easily be reco .
‘Iitu;:se So::e thing to describe Martha’s jf>ur.ney acrosfs I\tIhe Kelr\llx:;:
bec, another to assess the historical s,lgnlf_icancg of _lancyZil -
cross’s lingering labor, Obed Husse:y s sojourn 1n1 jail, or : ft "2
and Ebenezer Hewins’s hasty marriage. Ta.ken a on.e;l sulc ©
ries tell us too much and not enough, teasing us with g C{n;}())de
of intimate life, repelling us with a reticence we ca.nnotl ;on t(;
Yet, read in the broader context of tl'le diary and in l;e aXtraor_
larger themes in eighteenth-century history, they can be e
inari aling.
d“g‘;gg :);v:he s%lbplots in the April 1789 passage relates to a



















