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Back Narrows clamdiggers for the Swans Cove Canning Company at Farmers Cove. They stand

near a truck loaded with barrels intended for the factory. From left are Will Hutchins, Shirley

Cunningham (among the barrels), Carl Doughty, Darrell Bryer, Gordon Bryer and Harold Bryer.

.

The Clam Factory at Back Narrows

By Barbara Rumsey, written in 2016

In a previous article, I mentioned that Chester Farmer started a clam canning factory at Back Narrows. It dated

to 1914 when he brought a building across the Damariscotta River from Bristol to serve as the factory. He

situated it at Farmer's Cove, just east below Camps Hill, named for all the small camps there. The factory sat

just south of the lobster wharf used by Campbell family members. Not far west above the factory was Farmer's

camp where he or his son Carroll stayed. Ice Pond Road is west of the clam factory site.

Men Digging, Women Packing

Chester Farmer, and later his son Carroll,  enlisted as many as 50 local men to dig clams to fill  the cans.

According to Cifford's  1960 history,  women worked in the canning operation.  Neil  Cunningham of Back

Narrows told me that his grandmother Lula Bryer and Bertie Hutchins's wife Elestine were among the women

who worked at the factory. Chester, or Frank Burnham who operated the factory when Chester was absent, ran

it in the spring and fall, though 1916 news items show it open into the winter. It was normally shut in the

summer months from June to September.
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George Campbell of Back Narrows, born 1918, told me in 1997 that just about everybody dug clams in the late

1920s and 1930s since there were so few jobs during the Depression. According to George, Chester Farmer

had "accordion" boxes, big enough to hold a bushel, but the sides would bulge outward, and it would take

more than four pecks to fill that bushel box. He said Farmer would usually pay the men by tearing off bits of

paper bag and giving them as chits to the clammers who would take them by boat, on foot, or by car to Earle

Fuller's store in East Boothbay to trade for groceries.

Getting There

George told me an old road led from the clam factory by way of the McHale place (later Western Ledges) and

the Kempton place (later Slater) to East Boothbay, running closer to the shore than the current road. He said

the road helped workers get to Farmer's and to Earle Fuller's after the last Back Narrows store shut in 1925. I

walked  that  stretch  from  Meadow  Cove  Road  as  far  as  the  Merle  Hyson/Finocchiaro  sawmill/boatyard

property many years ago. I think of all the old once-formal or informal woods roads that criss-crossed the

landscape as a web between houses and villages. They're still there but often hidden by overgrowth. I walked

most of them with old-timers like Red Giles, Lester Barter, or Carl Webber.

Neil  Cunningham  lobsters  out  of  Nason's  Cove,  named  for  the  pre-1922  owners.  It's  just  south  of  the

mid-1900s Buzzell property (now Seybold) and just above Farmer's Cove. Neil remembers that the bank of

Farmer's Cove was white with clam shells decades ago. At high tide small bits of the weathered and degraded

shells floated out and away with the going tide, creating a white sheen on the water. We have an aerial photo of

the spot at high tide dating to the 1940s, I believe. It shows the white clam bank arcing out from the shore.

There's no sign of the shells now.

The factory sat nearly at the clam bank on the water's edge, confirmed by a local story about a fellow who

came in to the factory in a boat with a make-and-break engine. Evidently, care, timing, and quick tinkering is

required to reverse such an engine since it has no gears. There are multiple ways, but all require skill. The

fellow in the boat misjudged or fumbled, couldn't stop, and peeled off some of the factory clapboards and a

corner board.

The Last of It

The factory kept going until World War II, when jobs popped up all over. George Campbell said once the war

started, the men could make a lot more than 35 cents for a bushel of clams and headed for greener pastures.

Clifford's history also mentioned that gas rationing had an adverse effect on the factory. Red Giles, born 1912,

who lived not far from there for many years, told me that after the factory shut, people lived in the building for

a while.

The golden age of commercial businesses at Back Narrows was the late 1800s when the mica/feldspar mines

and an ice company were humming. They were short-lived, leaving the later clam factory, with its nearly 30-

year tenure, the most enduring of the neighborhood companies.
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For more articles by Barbara Rumsey about the Boothbay region check our website

www.boothbayhistorical.org/out-of-our-past

Education

Boothbay Region High School senior Marissa Peters looking through bound issues of the Boothbay

Register at Boothbay Region Historical Society.

Students Researching Sports History at
Boothbay Region Historical Society

Six  Boothbay  Region  High  School  seniors  are  reading  through  the  collection  of  Boothbay

Registers at Boothbay Region Historical Society in search of information on their high school’s

sports.  They are putting together a history of sports at Boothbay Region High School spanning

the years from the opening of the then new high school in January 1956 to the present.  The

students  involved in  the  project  are  Glory Blethen (student  body president)  and Ben Pearce

(senior class president) both captains of their varsity basketball teams, as well as Kylie Brown

(captain of the girls’ basketball team), Nathan Chatterton, Marissa Peters, and Maren Whitney. 

This project is the brainchild of former Boothbay Region Historical Society trustee and School

Resource  Officer  Larry  Brown,  and  Boothbay  Region  High  School  Athletic  Director  Allan

Crocker. 

Subscribe Past Issues Translate

"The Clam Factory at Back Narrows" by Barbara Rumsey https://us17.campaign-archive.com/?u=a2df8a54f303205c62e260633&i...

4 of 8 3/25/2021, 10:19 AM



either cancelled or curtailed, and secondly we realized there were major gaps in the information

the school had been collecting,” explains Larry Brown.

The students  have been coming to Boothbay Region Historical  Society once and sometimes

twice a week since the fall.  Their research includes information on games played, scores, and

players’ names for all the high school sports.  They are also including related articles of interest

such as one on a female athlete in the 1980s who received fifteen varsity letters.   They are

compiling  this  information  in  a  three-ring  binder  which  will  form  a  permanent  record  for

Boothbay Region High School. 

Boothbay Region Historical  Society’s collection of Boothbay Registers begins in 1876.  The

newspapers are bound together by year and form a valuable resource for local historians.

Newsletter Naming contest!
What should we name this e-newsletter?

We want to hear your ideas!
Send as many names as you like,

via email to us at:
brhs@gwi.net

And if we use your suggestion,
we will send you a copy of Barbara Rumsey's

Boothbay Region Historical Sketches, Volume III
to say thank you.

This contest will run through April 1, 2021
the winning name will be announced at our Annual Meeting on May 18, 2021

Museum Store

One man was crucial, and in profiling Caleb Hodgdon’s enterprises

—shipyard, mill, and real estate—the development of East Boothbay emerges.
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Hodgdon Shipbuilding and Mills
by Barbara Rumsey, published in 1995

$15.00

The growth of a nineteenth-century Maine coastal village unfolds in this detailed history of East

Boothbay’s Hodgdon shipyard and tidemill. Focusing on the early period, when the village was

known as Hodgdons Mills, a wealth of information provides insight into a pioneer settlement as

it evolved into a commercial center.

One man was crucial, and in profiling Caleb Hodgdon’s enterprises—shipyard, mill, and real

estate—the develop-ment of East Boothbay emerges. A family enclave of four houses in the

1820s became a booming shipbuilding village within twenty years, its residents drawn by the

opportunities Caleb Hodgdon created after settling there in 1826. Commerce and community

expanded with the appearance of homes, stores, roads, other shipyards, a ferry, a church, and a

school.  An  influx  of  skilled  men—sparmakers,  blockmakers,  sailmakers,  blacksmiths,  and

shipwrights—with their families guaranteed a fortunate village.

Hodgdon shipbuilding, now owned by Caleb’s great-great-grandson, has a 180-year record. The

first  one hundred years of the shipyard’s activities and the accomplishments of the first  two

Hodgdon generations are profiled. All known vessels built by the Hodgdons from 1816 to 1996

are listed, and many previously unknown Hodgdon-built vessels have been identified. Though

gathered from fragmentary sources, this history is a testament to an enduring work ethic whose

monument is in wood.

To order your copy, call us at 207-633-0820 Thursday or Friday, 10am to 2pm. 

Click here to see more irresistible items
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BRHS Recipe of the Month

FROM OUR COLLECTIONS recipes from the recipe scrapbook of Elizabeth Reed.

Doesn't Sugar Cake sound just right for February? 

Elizabeth Freeman Reed was born in Boothbay Harbor in 1874, the last of three children.  Her

mother died a few days after giving birth to her.  Her father, Capt. Freeman Reed was lost at sea

in 1889 when Elizabeth was 14.  Elizabeth went to Mt. Holyoke College and taught school mostly

in Boston and New York.  She retired about 1940 and moved back to her home in Boothbay

Harbor (now home to the Boothbay Region Historical Society).   Elizabeth Freeman Reed’s death

in 1953 ended 226 years of family ownership of the house at 72 Oak Street. 

Let's celebrate our cultural heritage together
Follow us on Facebook
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Boothbay Region Historical Society
72 Oak Street

Post Office Box 272

Boothbay Harbor, Maine  04538

207.633.0820

We're (normally) open year-round,
Thursday through Saturday, 10 am to 2 pm.

Please check our website for COVID-19 restrictions.
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