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  Prologue




  





  In the summer of 2000, I made the hundred-mile trip by canoe from Chamberlain Lake to Allagash Village on the Canadian border. At the village, canoes are beached on Evelyn McBreide’s landing. For this privilege she collects a one-dollar fee for each craft.




  Evelyn is a delightful lady who fascinated me with her recollections of life in a river town in an earlier time and of her late father, Tom Pelletier, who operated the local ferry and built bateaux and towboats.




  I would also like to acknowledge the contribution of Leslie Gardiner and Ransford (“Rancy”) McBreide, with whom I spent a fascinating afternoon, listening to them reminisce and swap stories about working in the woods and on the towboats back in the ’30s. Rancy, who is ninety-four years old at the time of this writing, has the unique distinction of having survived a ride on a boom log through nine-mile-long Chase Rapids—the wildest bit of white water on the Allagash.




  Leslie and Rancy are among the last of the rugged lumbermen and rivermen who were a vital part of Maine history.




  These events are but one chapter of the Maine story: A time when four hundred ships a year sailed and steamed out of Bangor, Maine, loaded with Allagash timber destined for ports around the world.




  I hope this little novel will recreate and help us better understand and treasure the history and atmosphere of that bygone era.




  Jack Schneider




  Georgetown, Maine
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  Ben poured water into the washbowl, shivering as he splashed a little on his face and vigorously brushed his teeth.




  



  November 8, 1937 — 5:30 a.m.




  





  Ben! Time to get up!”




  Ben pulled the coverlet up around his ears and tried to ignore his Aunt Clara’s sharp voice and the clatter of dishes from the kitchen. Suddenly he remembered: This was the morning his uncle was leaving to take supplies up the Allagash River to the Cousineau lumber camp at Eagle Lake, and Ben was going, too. He threw the covers back and struggled into his red and black plaid wool shirt and the corduroy knickers, which he thoroughly disliked. He longed for the day he would outgrow them and his mother would buy him long trousers at Mr. Bernard’s General Merchandise and Clothing Emporium in Bangor.




  Ben poured water into the washbowl, shivering as he splashed a little on his face and vigorously brushed his teeth. He stomped into his work shoes and pulled the laces extra tight. No need to take a chance losing a shoe on the fast-running river, he thought. He pounded down the loft stairs and into Aunt Clara’s large kitchen, where he was surrounded by the wonderful smells of baked beans simmering on the back burner of the great black woodstove and of bread and pies baking in the oven. Ben pulled a chair up to the table and politely nodded “Good mornin’” to everyone, even his younger sister Sarah.
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  Aunt Clara’s kitchen was filled with the wonderful smells of baked beans simmering on the back burner of the great black woodstove and of bread and pies baking in the oven.




  Although the sun still lay behind the eastern hills, everyone was already seated around the sturdy oak table Uncle Horace had built the year before he and Aunt Clara were married.




  As he sat down, Ben noticed the marks on the edge of the table and they brought back painful memories of his ninth birthday. Ordinarily, Uncle Horace was even-tempered, but Ben had never seen him so angry as on that day. Ben had been unable to wait to test the sharpness of the jackknife he’d received and had tried the blade’s keenness against the table’s edge. Uncle Horace didn’t actually say anything. He just quietly extended his hand for the knife. Ben spent an afternoon attempting to sand out and polish the cut marks, but he didn’t see the knife again until he returned for vacation the following summer.




  Aunt Clara flitted about the kitchen, filling plates as quickly as they were emptied. She set a plate with six hotcakes and a slab of country ham in front of Ben, who attacked his breakfast with enthusiasm.




  Aunt Clara was a woman of ample girth, but still moved with the grace that in her youth had made her a favorite dance partner of the young men in the village. Uncle Horace had swept her off her feet forty years before. They had married and moved into the old homestead.




  Uncle Horace was a fine carpenter, skillful with levers and pulleys, and had naturally turned to building and operating bateaux and towboats for use on the river. Each flat-bottomed towboat was pulled by a team of horses. The boats were sixty to seventy feet long and twelve feet wide, drawing eight to ten inches of water and, when the river had enough water, they could haul up to twelve tons of supplies.
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  Uncle Horace




  For more than thirty years, Uncle Horace had driven his teams up the Allagash to the remote lumber camps, carrying to the woodsmen all the things they needed to survive another cutting season. However, the icy waters and backbreaking labor were beginning to take their toll. As Ben watched his uncle at his usual place next to the stove, soaking up its warmth, he wondered if this would be Uncle Horace’s last trip upriver, which had been so much a part of his life for so many years.




  Sarah wiggled back and forth until she had edged her chair closer to Uncle Horace. She loved her uncle with all her heart and they enjoyed teasing one another. She snuck a strip of bacon from his plate. He pretended not to notice, but when she took a second piece, he turned to her, made a face so fierce his moustache quivered, and roared in mock anger. “Sarah, some mouse is taking all my bacon!”




  Sarah looked up, laughed at her unde’s pretended anger, and then frowned accusingly at him. “Uncle Horace, how come boys have all the fun? It’s not fair Ben gets to go upriver and I can’t! I’m going on nine and only two years younger than Ben.”




  A cloud of pungent smoke curled around Uncle Horace’s head as he puffed on the corncob pipe that seldom left his mouth. He remained in deep thought, fingers drumming on the edge of the table, then slowly nodded in agreement. “Sarah, you’re absolutely right. I tell you what we’ll do. Frenchie will be coming up the river in a few days to set his traps, and I’m sure he could use an extra paddle. Can’t say I approve of steel traps, but I guess a man has to do what’s necessary to make a living.” He avoided Aunt Clara’s disapproving look and studied a fly crawling across the ceiling.




  Sarah squealed with delight, bouncing up and down in her chair until Aunt Clara fixed her with a stern look and suggested she finish her breakfast.




  The other four men sitting at the table, who would serve as crew on the trip, had all joined in the laughter about the disappearing bacon. Alex Murphy was the oldest. His coal-black handlebar mustache drooped over the corners of his mouth and gave him an unsmiling appearance. However, Sarah had learned Alex was a kind and gentle man and, next to her brother and her uncle, she considered him to be her best friend.




  As a young man Alex had shipped out of Bangor on coastal schooners carrying ice and lumber to Boston, New York, even all the way to South America. But the woods of northern Maine eventually drew him back. Steady and reliable, Alex had worked as a lumberjack and on the horse barges for the past twenty years, most often for Horace. Over the years of working together, the two men had forged a friendship and bond of absolute trust.
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  Alex Murphy




  Alex passed the syrup to Ezra Pease, who eyed the tall stack of flapjacks Clara had placed on his plate. He leaned back until the chair balanced on two legs and creaked dangerously under his massive weight. Ezra was ordinarily a gentle giant of a man, whose white beard gave him the appearance of a particularly jovial Santa Claus. However, over the years, several rivermen had learned, to their regret, not to push his good nature too far. A man of few words, he snapped his suspenders and paid Clara the ultimate compliment: “Clara, them flapjacks is the finest I ever et.” Clara blushed with pleasure, for she was proud of her skills at the kitchen stove.




  Both Ezra and Alex would serve as pikemen. Their responsibility was to keep the heavy horseboat off the boulders as they made their way south against the current. The men leapt from one gunwale to the other, continually “reading the water” and setting their steel-tipped poles.
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  Ezra Pease




  At a nod from Uncle Horace, Jeb Harris, the third member of the crew, gulped down the last of his coffee, pushed back from the table, and unwound his six-foot-six frame from around his chair. Jeb’s head nearly brushed the top of the door frame as he excused himself and left the kitchen to fetch the team from the barn. He was new to the crew, replacing George Clymer, who was considered one of the best “horseflies” on the river. The horsefly rode one of the horses along the towpath or sometimes handled the reins while the team waded the icy, fast-flowing waters. Under George’s experienced hand, teams always gave their very best. Unfortunately, George lay in the hospital at St. John, after, as Alex put it, “losing an argument with one of them almighty dangerous, new-fangled chainsaws.” Jeb’s handling of the team was yet to be tested, and Horace could only hope he would prove to be as dependable as George.
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  By tugging on the mast line, Fiddler could lift the cable over rocks and keep it from getting tangled with other obstructions in the river.




  The last member of the crew was a wiry little Irishman who went by the name of Fiddler O’Brian. Fiddler had wandered into the village some years before with little more than a violin strapped to his shoulder. He married Aunt Clara’s cousin, Martha Wasgatt, had six children, and worked just enough to get by.




  O’Brian’s responsibility was to handle the line from the mast to the cable, properly called a halyard, which connected the team to the towboat. By tugging on the mast line, he could lift the cable over rocks and keep it from getting tangled with other obstructions in the river. Sometimes he would have to shorten the halyard by wrapping it around a belaying pin on the bow of the boat.
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