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1751 map of the Boothbay region made by John North.

.

The Origin of the Name of Boothbay,
Part I

By Barbara Rumsey, written in 2014

 A common question I get is "Why is the town called Boothbay?" The quick answer is

nobody  knows  for  sure.  Back  in  1995  I  wrote  an  article  covering  the  naming  of

Boothbay  in  different  periods  and  the  explanations.  It  appeared  in  the  August  17

Register issue and was included in Boothbay Region Historical Sketches,Volume II.

Given that this week's November 3 is the anniversary of the day 250 years ago that the

town was incorporated, I thought it would be fitting to go over the topic again. These

present articles are an expansion of that 1995 article.

Winnegance-Townsend-Boothbay
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during the mid-to-late 1600s. The settlement here did not last past 1689, leaving this

peninsula virtually uninhabited for 40 years. When the area was finally resettled about

1730, it was called Townsend.

            Since Maine was a province of Massachusetts until 1820, when the citizens of

Townsend wished to incorporate as a town in January 1764 they had to petition the

Massachusetts  General  Court  starting with the royal  governor.  There was already a

Townsend in Massachusetts, so when our "place without the bounds of any town" was

declared a town, the name was changed to Boothbay. Four days elapsed between the

day the petition was considered by the government and the day the name was chosen,

not enough time for a local man to come home, consult, and return to Boston. The

name was changed in Massachusetts.

            On page 691 of Greene's 1906 region history, he described the most common

explanation and cited his multiple sources giving the same story. Part of his section

reads:

In the early part of the last century were old residents who stated that an agent was

sent  to  Boston  to  look  after  the  petition,  and  that  when  he  appeared  before  the

legislative committee he was confronted with the fact that Townsend could not be given

as a name. Immediate action must be taken. A member of the committee asked the agent

if  there  was  any  peculiarity  in  geographical  formation  about  the  place.  The  agent

replied: "We have a harbor as snug as a booth." "Have you a bay?" was the next query.

"Yes, a fine bay." "Well, then," said the committeeman, "why not name it Boothbay?"

                        Such convenient stories are often suspect, but Greene's explanation

seems  to  be  the  only  one  that  was  believed  by  many.  It  would  be  as  foolish  to

disbelieve all such stories as to believe them all. The story could be true; it is as good

as another; it dates to at least 1859; and many people verified that they had heard it.

Greene  mentioned  that  in  the  1800s,  Rev.  A.  G.  Vermilye  of  Newburyport,

Massachusetts, the romantic historian Rufus Sewall, and the town's beloved Dr. Alden

Blossom  (born  1820)  all  had  heard  the  story  repeatedly.  It  could  be  the  true

explanation, though its first known appearance postdates the use of the term Boothbay

by about ninety-five years.

            During one of my visits to the Massachusetts Archives I took a look at the fall

1764 Massachusetts General Court documents, when Townsend's petition was before

the Court. There were no clues on the original documents. The name of our town was

left blank on the form with nary a scrawl in the margin that might have shed some light.

Perhaps every word spoken in the legislature is now recorded, but it was not so then—

only the results of their words survive, the legal documents.
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In the Ava Chadbourne 1957 publication, Maine Place Names, an explanation is given

for the name Boothbay, but was unaccompanied by her sources or reason. She gave as

the inspiration for Boothbay the locality of Old Boothby near Welton Le Marsh in

Lincolnshire,  England.  There are two Boothby locations about  forty miles south of

Welton Le Marsh: Boothby Graffoe and Boothby Pagnel, separated from each other by

many miles. None of our settlers are known to have come from Lincolnshire, and no

sources I've seen noted the use of the word Boothbay before 1764.

            However, Lincoln County was named in 1760 for the English birthplace of

Thomas Pownall, the 1760 governor of Massachusetts. It is remotely possible that an

unknown 1764 Boston legislator wished to memorialize his birth town of Boothby.

            The July 17, 1886 Boothbay Register printed a story that Boothbay was named

by the Norse 900 years ago. The imaginative author claimed the word "booth" meant a

temporary hut for dwelling and curing fish, and the region was so named when the

Norse were here 900 years ago. Since the name springs from nowhere in November

1764, the Boston legislators must have retrieved this information during a seance with

the spirits of the 900-year-old Norsemen.

Some of you may have noticed that we ran Part II of this article last month.  We did

that in honor of St. Patrick's Day, because of the mention of the Scots-Irish who settled

Boothbay in the 1700s.  Or maybe we just did it to keep you on your toes.

For more articles by Barbara Rumsey about the Boothbay region check our website

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

BRHS 2021 Speaker Series

Thursday, May 13, 4:30 pm

Mike Dekker, “Shared Ground: An Exploration of 17th century

Indigenous and Euromerican Cultures through Gardening”

Available by Zoom only. To make a reservation please email us at

brhszoom@gmail.com. 

   Thursday, June 24, 4:30 pm
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“The Thistle Inn: From Captain’s Home to Local Tavern”

Thursday, July 29, 4:30 pm

Nick Ullo,

"Preserving Land in the Boothbay Region:  The Story

Behind Thirty-five Miles of Nature Trails"

  Thursday, August 19, 4:30 pm

  Earle Shettleworth,

“Roadside Maine, The Development of

  Route One, 1900 – 1950”

Thursday, September 23, 4:30 pm

William Keller,

“Boothbay Harbor’s Wharfscape: Structures,

Territory, and Life at Water’s Edge”

For more information on these talks check our website here.

Due to Covid restrictions, our first talk is available by Zoom only.  We may be able to

offer inhouse seating as well as Zoom as the season progresses.  Check our website for

updated status, and for more information about each talk.

E-Newsletter Naming contest
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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.

We have received many wonderful names and have extended the deadline
to April 30, 2021! 

KEEP THOSE NAMES COMING
the winning name will be announced at our Annual Meeting on May 18,

2021

Expanded office hours!

We are still open only to researchers, but now you can make an appointment for,

or call us with a question:

Wednesday, 10 am to 2 pm

as well as our regular

Thursday and Friday, 10 am to 2 pm.

Let's celebrate our cultural heritage together
Follow us on Facebook

or click here for our website.

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.
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