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Mary Ellen Chase, one of the most popular American authors of the
twentieth century, was born in Blue Hill, Maine in 1887. Her career as a writer
spanned the period between 1909, when she left Maine to teach in the mid-West,
and her death in 1973. Much of her literature was influenced by her early life in
Blue Hill and by the various members of family. This thesis looks at the
historical, biographical, and genealogical factors that gave impetus to a prolific
literary output and won her a place among the leading Humanist writers in
American literature during the middle of the last century.

Historically, Chase’s works dealing exclusively with Maine are based
upon nineteenth-century and early twenieth-century life in small seacoast villages.
This was the life into which Chase was born, and the various villages created
within her fiction depend upon the history of Blue Hill for their being. To

understand and appreciate Chase’s writing, one must first understand the history



of her hometown. This thesis explores the early settlement of Blue Hill, the old-
time Puritan traditions handed down from the early settlers to their descendants,
and the rise and fall of the shipping industry in that locality. These three subjects
are of major importance to Chase’s overall literary canon.

In term of her own biography, Chase’s early life, the period from her birth
to her removal to the Mid-West, plays a major role in the construction of her
literature. Her autobiographical works, of course, are solely based upon her
perceptions of her family’s life. But, the stories told to her as a child by the
various members of her extended family also influenced her fiction. Her early
meetings with Maine authors, Laura Richards and Sarah Orne Jewett, solidified
her own desire to write stories about New England life and people as she knew
them during her Maine childhood. Her religious up-bringing in the
Congregational church and her New England education in the classics of Greece
and Rome also found artistic outlets in and through her writing.

Genealogy was also of considerable interest to Mary Ellen Chase, and her
Maine works reflect this interest. As a Humanistic writer, she believed that each
generation had the potential to rise above the ones preceding it. She saw this
trend in her own genealogy, and she sought to create characters that, despite
setbacks beyond their own control, had the fortitude and perseverance to stay their
course and retain their dignity in the midst of often trying circumstances. For the
creation of characters who exhibit such traits, she turned to her own pedigree for
valuabl¢ information. Her paternal grandmother, Eliza Ann (Wescott) Chase, and

other Maine women, Caroline (McFarland) Lord, Elizabeth (Hibbard) Darling,



and Mary Ann Fossett, all have evident places in her Maine writings. The
character of Mary Peters is based upon her paternal aunt, Mary (Dyer) Chase
Herrick; the character of the elder Silas Crockett is based upon her paternal
grandfather, Captain Melatiah Kimball Chase, and the character of Thomas
Winship is based upon a maternal great-uncle, Thomas M. Lord. The
genealogical connections and literary / spiritual influences of these people are

explained in light of what Chase and others actually recorded about them.



DEDICATION

This thesis is dedicated in loving memory
to my maternal grandparents,
Freemont Amasa Towle
May 26, 1919—1January 3, 1992
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June 2, 1924—February 25, 1996,
through whom, I, like the Ancient Psalmist
and Mary Ellen Chase, may say with
all conviction and certainty that “the
lines are fallen to me in pleasant places;

yea, | have a goodly heritage.”
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PREFACE

My high school history teacher once told me, “If we would but take time
to reflect upon our lives, one year, or even one moment, out of all those allotted to
us might stand out as truly unique, a turning point where one part of life ends and
another begins. Keep yourself open to all possibilities, Bill, and you will
recognize the turning points in your life when they come.” This simple
statement, spoken in good counsel shortly before I graduated high school in 1983,
has sustained me throughout my subsequent life. I have tried to anticipate and
recognize the turning points before they have arrived—always hoping that the
new phase arriving will be better and more fulfilling than the old one just passing
away. This thesis is one such turning point—the beginning of a new phase in my
life for which I am especially grateful. After years of research and study, I now
have opportunity to offer to the world at large my views on the life and writings
of Mary Ellen Chase.

The trickiest and most subtle of turning points, of course, are always more
recognizable in retrospect. Hindsight, we are told, is most often twenty-twenty,
and I certainly believe this tritest of all expressions to be the truest of all maxims.
In looking back, I recognize two turning points that shaped my perceptions of
Mary Ellen Chase, and these perceptions will, without a doubt, influence the
thought behind and the writing of this thesis.

Mary Ellen Chase died in Northampton, Massachusetts, on July 28, 1973.
She was eighty-six, and I was nearly eight. Her death would have meant little or

nothing to me in those childhood days had it not been for my maternal
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grandmother, Kathryn (Dunn) Towle. Grammy, an avid reader and a Chase fan
since her own childhood in the 1930s, read the late author’s lengthy obituary in
the Bangor Daily News just as 1 arrived to “help” her roll out piecrust in her tidy,
little kitchen overlooking the lake in her backyard. Until that point in my life, 1
had had no idea who or what Mary Ellen Chase might have been, and her death,
although it subdued my grandmother’s usually cheerful disposition on that
particular summer morning nearly thirty years ago, was like all other deaths I had
heretofore known during my slender life. Death had robbed my grandmother of
yet another family member or old friend—leaving her to grieve still another
dissolution of those ties that bound her to a past that I could only imagine but not
fully comprehend. 1 did not realize that my grandmother had never personally
met this Mary Ellen Chase person, but as we talked, and as I asked questions,
Grammy patiently explained that she knew Mary Ellen Chase only through the
books and magazine articles the author had written. Dawning slowly upon my
young mind was the perception that Mary Ellen Chase, whoever she had been,
had become my grandmother’s friend through the written word and the printed
page. This was my very first introduction to Mary Ellen Chase, and the memory
of that occasion—whether due to Grammy’s sad expression as she read the
newspaper, the morning sunlight playing on the lake below us, the aroma of fresh
raspberries being prepared for pies, or the realization that authors, rare as they
were in our own Maine neighborhood, were important people whom we could

know and love through their books—has stuck with me from that day to this.
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My next encounter with Mary Ellen Chase came in a more scholarly
fashion. As a third-year student at the University of Maine at Machias, I enrolled
in a Selected Maine Authors course where I was asked to read Chase’s last novel,
The Lovely Ambition. This was my first foray into the mind of that truly gifted
and talented woman, and I could easily see why my grandmother had marked the
author’s passing with regret and sadness. Mary Ellen Chase’s prose was as
beautiful as it was clear and precise; her descriptions of Maine and Maine people
were informed, realistic, and sympathetic. At this point, I found myself as
enthralled with Chase as my grandmother had been fifty years before.

My own appreciation of Chase’s writing, as I began reading everything I
could find on, by, or about her, was solidified during that spring semester of 1987.
In preparation for a paper I intended to write on Chase, I read and reread her
autobiographical work entitled, A Goodly Heritage. A Goodly Heritage, Chase’s
reflection on life as it was lived in her native Blue Hill, Maine, in the waning days
of the nineteenth century, touched me in a way few books ever have. Writing of
“New England life and particularly of that life as it was experienced in the State
of Maine,” she made me look into a past that was as much mine as it was hers
(Chase, Heritage 7). 1, with an unquenchable interest is Maine history and family
genealogy, began to look to her books for answers concerning my own goodly
heritage. It has turned out, much to my surprise and pride, that I, with roots
deeply imbedded in the rocky soil of New England, in general, and in Blue Hill,
Maine, in particular, share with her a common background and heritage. My

ancestry, arising from a certain Jonathan Darling, and his wife, Hannah (Holt)



Darling, natives of Andover, Massachusetts and early settlers of Blue Hill, finds
its parallel with hers, and in several cases, our genealogical lines have fallen,
crossed, become twisted, and now are forever intertwined in the most pleasant of
places. Such is the matter of family lineage in old New England, and yet, this
fact, more than any other single influence, has served as the beginning of my
interest in Mary Ellen Chase’s life and literary works.

If we can recognize the turning points in our own lives, then perhaps with
a greater insight, we can recognize them in the lives of others. Mary Ellen Chase
proves to be no exception. She had her own share of turning points in a life that
spanned the better part of the last century. Her first, and perhaps most notable,
turning point came in the year 1909.

1909 was a pivotal year for Chase, signifying the end of her circumscribed
childhood on the Maine coast and the beginning of her life in the larger world.
She graduated from the University of Maine with a Bachelor’s degree in history,
left her native Blue Hill for the fertile fields of the West, and found employment
as a teacher in Spring Green, Wisconsin. That same year also marked the
untimely and unfortunate demise of her literary mentor and ideal, Sarah Orne
Jewett. And, it was also in 1909 that Mary Ellen Chase published her first literary
work, “His Place on the Eleven,” in The American Boy for which she received, for
the first time in her life, money made by her writing. In this thesis, I will be
chiefly concerned with Mary Ellen Chase’s life until 1909, but I will not limit the
scope of my discussion merely to the twenty-two years spanning from her birth in

1887 to her removal to the West. Although these twenty-two years provided
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Chase with the necessary materials that would later enliven her Maine literature,
she also needed both time and space in which to mature and grow as an artist.
She, in short, required time to reflect upon her heritage and upbringing, time to
put these reflections into some kind of greater historical perspective in order that
her “accurate sketches of New England people and places” might prove to be of
“interest to readers of like tradition and experience” (Chase, Heritage, 5).
Therefore, I will draw in pertinent biographical information from her adult life as
it relates to her past and to her heritage.

The best way in which to understand Mary Ellen Chase’s literary output, 1
believe, is to first understand her early life and the dynamics of her New England
heritage. Chase, as I hope to show, was deeply interested in the New England
experience. She proudly called herself both a product of New England and a
native of Maine. It is not then surprising that her most notable works, in fiction,
Mary Peters, Silas Crockett, and The Edge of Darkness, in autobiography, 4
Goodly Heritage, A Goodly Fellowship, and The White Gate, and in biography,
Jonathan Fisher: Maine Parson 1768—1847, are all decidedly grounded in the
traditions and past of New England. By her own acknowledgment, she embodied
many of those New England traits handed down from her ancestors. She firmly
believed in the importance of hard work, the resiliency of the human soul, and the
idea that knowledge should be a desired end unto itself. She was, we should
always remember, a direct descendant of the early families who made their way in
1762 from Essex County, Massachusetts, to what would eventually become

known as the Blue Hill Peninsula. Her forebears, who in their own turn were
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descendants of the Puritan families who sought religious refuge in the New World
more than a century before their removal to the District of Maine, created the
culture into which Chase was born. That culture, with its appreciation of family
bloodlines, its almost fanatical reverence to the Calvinistic doctrines of the
Congregational and Baptist churches, and its Puritan emphasis placed upon the
importance of learning and education, continued to flourish during her formative
years. She imbibed this culture, winnowing the grain from the chaff, and in the
end, created memorable art. While other critics and scholars have commented on
her indebtedness to her heritage, few, if any, have explored this important aspect
of her writing in any great depth. Chase’s familiar genealogy, which is concerned
solely with her blood and spiritual connections to family and kindred, plays a
major role in the construction of her literature; she writes about her family and its
antecedents, and several of her most memorable fictional characters are quite
obviously based upon her forebears. Using the literature cited above and drawing
on other lesser-known Chase works, I intend to look at Mary Ellen Chase’s works
in light of her heritage—the biographical and genealogical factors that produced a
prolific and varied literary canon consisting of thirty-five volumes of fiction,
biography, autobiography and biblical studies together with innumerable articles,
essays, and pamphlets.

Having said all of this, and hopefully pointing the way to an increased

understanding of Mary Ellen Chase, I—at long last—begin.
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INTRODUCTION

Genealogy, as defined by Webster’s New World Dictionary, is “the science or
study of family ancestry . . . pedigree [or] lineage” (“Genealogy”). This concise—and
albeit nondescript—definition, unfortunately, says nothing at all about what is truly
entailed in any valued genealogical study. Genealogy is a combination and culmination
of many varied elements. By its very nature, genealogy must take into account the
relationships existing between family lineage and a sense of history, vital statistics and an
understanding of biography, and the movement of people from their localities of origin to
their points of final destination. It is no wonder then that genealogy has become known
in its simplest, and perhaps most colorful form, as the tracing of the proverbial family
tree.

With its roots firmly planted in the soil of a common heritage, the family tree, or
pedigree, stretches itself upward and outward infinitely. Genealogists—in an attempt to
record and interpret family history—must make some distinctive evaluations about its
unwieldy and metaphorical structure. They try to make sense of its leafy and sometimes
indistinct umbrage, attaching proven facts to oral or written family traditions. They must
seek to measure the girth of its trunk, climb its many branches, and take note how the
various parts—from root to crown—make a strong and unified whole. Preparing a
genealogy, therefore, can be a momentous undertaking and commitment—a task that is
forever ongoing and never fully completed. As more ancestral information is revealed
and becomes available, genealogists must spend their lifetimes scaling one or more of
these family trees in an attempt to define and understand the lives of all those people who

have come and gone before them. And, as they themselves will tell you, genealogy,



,.‘».ALG.A..AHIIJ

although a scholarly pursuit in many respects, can become an all-consuming passion and
a labor of love.

Mary Ellen Chase possessed this reverential and devoted interest in genealogy.
And, she did not hesitate to tell what she knew of her heritage. In “Down East Today,”
Virginia Smith Hall, critiquing Chase’s Maine novel Silas Crockett, asserts that the
author “has shown a great interest, like all New Englanders, in genealogy” (113). This is
a very general statement to be sure, but Chase’s works—autobiographical, biographical,
and fictional—are replete with genealogical references to early New England families
and their origins, lives, and vocations. “She has traced, interestingly and realistically,”
Hall goes on to say, “the characteristics from one generation down through to the . . .
succeeding generations™ (113). It was Chase, while visiting her mother in 1924, who
first “suggested that someone . . . compile an accurate record of the Chase genealogy™
(W. P. Hinckley). But, as her late brother, Edward Everett Chase, Jr., was fond of often
pointing out, “Mary Ellen never let the truth stand in the way of a good story” (R. M.
Chase). Genealogy, in and of itself, was not nearly as important to Chase as the literary
possibilities these materials provided her.

According to Perry Westbrook, Chase, like fellow New England writers Sarah
Orne Jewett, Dorothy Canfield Fisher, and Gladys Hasty Carroll, may be classified as an
American Humanist. She believed that each subsequent generation, if given the proper
“emotional and intellectual security,” could rise higher than the last (25). Through her
writing, she sought and found “positive values in our national culture in a period when it
[had] become intellectually unfashionable to find anything but negative values”

(Westbrook 25). Chase regarded “humanity as possessing potentials of soul and mind



not found in the rest of organic or inorganic nature” (Westbrook 25). She found these
“positive values” and these “potentials of soul and mind” within her own family, and she
thus “recorded a confidence in the moral and spiritual resources of the American
character” as she knew it (Westbrook 25). As a child, she was surrounded by the positive
reminders of her family’s past, and later in life, she chose to mold and reshape these same
raw materials to create art which gives “an account of the traditions behind the formation
of New England life and thought” (Chase, “Novels” 16).

While this thesis deals with Mary Ellen Chase’s familial genealogy, or her family
tree, this is not a genealogy—a study of family ancestry—in the strictest sense of the
term. This is a literary study, and as such, I will use her biography and genealogy only as
a historical means to a literary end. No exclusive research has yet been done on Chase’s
lineage and the part it played in her particular style of Humanistic writing. Even Perry
Westbrook, Chase’s first biographer, in his otherwise splendid and informative book,
Mary Ellen Chase, offers but a fleeting, and very general, reference to the author’s
genealogy and heritage in connection to her writing. He states that Chase traced “her
descent back to settlers from Massachusetts who founded Blug Hill in the 1760°s; in her
mother’s family was a tradition of preaching and school-teaching . . . on her father’s side,
Miss Chase’s ancestors were seafarers of that far-traveled breed” (17-18). Given this
very lackadaisical appraisal of Chase’s ancestry, I see a critical need for the kind of
attention this particular study will provide. Chase saw within her own heritage “the
positive [values which extend] . . . far back into American history” (Westbrook 25). In
this study I will compare what is now known of Chase’s family tree with what she has

written—trying to identify and define the actual persons and events on which so much of



her literature depends. To give an adequate historical perspective, I will begin my study
by first presenting a brief but pertinent history of Chase’s hometown, Blue Hill, Maine,
and her connections to it. I will then discuss her early biography, the twenty-two years
spanning from her birth in 1887 to her removal to the West in 1909. This seminal period
in her life, as we will see from the materials borrowed from her three autobiographies,
provided her with an ample knowledge of her heritage and the various branches of her
family tree from which she later drew so much of her historical information. And, in
conclusion, I will analyze and critique her Humanistic point of view as it is found in her
three autobiographies and the first two of her three “novels about Maine,” hopefully
bringing together the earlier historical, biographical, and genealogical information I have

here provided (Chase, “Novels” 14).



BLUE HILL, MAINE—A BRIEF HISTORY

Perry Westbrook, in his biography, Mary Ellen Chase, makes an astute and
poignant observation of the writer and her art. “One must know something of Blue Hill,”
he says, “if one is to understand Mary Ellen Chase’s feeling for it and her artistic debt to
it” (18). This statement is, of course, true. Mary Ellen Chase and Blue Hill have become
almost synonymous terms; each, in a certain sense, depends upon the other for definition
and explication. Blue Hill, whether Chase mentions it by name or not, is evident in all
her books set on the Maine coast. The town, together with its customs and its
institutions, was deeply ingrained within Chase, and her inherent regard for Blue Hill is
revealed throughout her writing. She borrows liberally from its past, its people, and its
pride, and even “under faint disguise,” the town is recognizable to all who know it
(Westbrook 18). And, a great many people know of Blue Hill simply because it is the
birthplace and early home of its most noted daughter, the woman who, in so many
respects, put the town and its people on the literary map—the late Mary Ellen Chase.

Perhaps the most recognizable feature about Mary Ellen Chase’s beloved Blue
Hill is its pervading and yet very evident sense of its own history. Travelers—whether
coming to Blue Hill for the first or the one-hundredth time, feel “these impressions™ of a
proud, New England past “as a matter of pleasurable fact” (Chase, “Hometown™ 39).
Blue Hill, as mentioned in the Preface to this thesis, was first settled in 1762, making the
community, by Maine standards at least, a relatively old one. The town, one of the very
first settled east of the Penobscot River just before the Peace of Paris brought the French
and Indian Wars to a final close, takes its name from a large hill arising in the middle of

the township. This tiny village, nestled between Blue Hill Mountain and the head of Blue
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Hill Bay, is picturesque, and even in this modern time, retains much of its former New
England charm and quaintness. Blue Hill is not unlike Sarah Orne Jewett’s Dunnett’s
Landing, the fictional setting of that author’s most famous work, The Country of the
Pointed Firs. Here, as in Dunnett’s Landing, whitewashed houses, shops, and churches,
some dating to colonial times, hug the rugged and rocky terrain as it slopes abruptly and
precariously toward the sea. Huge, old trees—elms, oaks, and maples planted a century
or more ago—shade the winding streets which all run downhill to the tiny, inner harbor.
Upland farms, now abandoned to alder thickets, hackmatack, steeplebush, and wild
blueberry bushes, still offer breath-taking vistas of the village below and the ever-
changing sea beyond. The names found on the town’s mailboxes, in many instances,
match perfectly those inscribed upon the oldest tombstones in the town burial grounds,
perhaps attesting to the fact that New England heritage and family lineage continue to be
of importance to the roughly 2,400 persons who call Blue Hill home. Modern Blue Hill
boasts a consolidated grammar school, a high school, a hospital, a public library, a
historical society, six churches, and two museums; a world famous pottery studio and a
dozen specialty shops, hardware stores, and eateries are clustered within the town’s
compact and tidy downtown. Judging from the town’s ideal location and its scenic
beauty, newcomers can at once understand what drew the original pioneers to its shores
nearly two and a half centuries ago; they can just as easily understand why it has become
in the last century a destination for tourists and artists alike. Blue Hill is—although far
removed socially and chronologically from its humble beginnings—a living memorial to
the “indefatigable energy and robust, unrelenting piety” of its founders and their

immediate descendants (Chase, Heritage 19).



Originally known as Plantation #5, Blue Hill claims John Roundy and Joseph
Wood, natives of Andover, Massachusetts, as its earliest founders. These two men, with
other Andover “Persons Brought up to Husbandry and not having lands sufficient for
themselves and sons,” petitioned the General Court at Boston on January 6, 1762, for the
right to settle some wilderness “Land upon the Sea Coasts or Rivers” of eastern Maine
(Candage 3). Roundy and Wood, apparently frustrated with the tedious proceedings of
the General Court and wanting to get their new enterprises under way, did not wait until
permission was granted. They removed to Plantation # 5 early in the spring of 1762, and
squatted on “land not [their] own” (Chase, Heritage 17). In its final decision dated July
13, 1762, the General Court granted permission to the larger Andover group to make their
settlements along Blue Hill Bay so long as they promised to settle “within six years . . .
sixty good Protestant Families, and build sixty Houses”(Candage 5). This request seems
to have been of no consequence to these would-be “lords of a beautiful but [as yet]
unproductive coast;” for within three years of their arrival, Roundy and Wood were
joined by several of their original Andover compatriots (Chase, Heritage 14). The
original families, the “Woods, Roundys, [Darlings], Carletons, Parkers, Osgoods,
Peterses, Candages, Holts, Hortons, and Hinckleys™ in less than twenty years “had not
only cleared arable land, made ‘Rhodes,’ and built their homes, but had formed
neighboring settlements to which they lured other husbandmen from north of Boston”
(Chase, Heritage 5). The new settlement was known by several names during the years
immediately following its founding. New Andover, East Andover, Newport, and East
Boston were all used successively and later abandoned. Blue Hill, then spelled Bluehill,

was adopted and in use by the time of the first town meeting in 1785. The “neighboring
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settlements” eventually became the towns now known as Penobscot, Sedgewick,
Brooklin, Ellsworth, and Surry.

In addition to the initial provision that sixty families be settled within six years,
these “good Protestant families” were also required to build a “suitable Meetinghouse for
the public worship of God, and Settle a Learned Protestant Minister,” being sure “to
make Provision for his comfortable and honorable Support™ (Candage 5). In response to
this edict, the early settlers founded a Congregational Church as early as 1772, and a
small meetinghouse was erected sometime soon thereafter. But, due to “the hardships
and exigencies of pioneer life,” a resident minister was not officially called until 1794
(Chase, Heritage 15).

The Reverend Jonathan Fisher, a native of New Braintree, Massachusetts and a
graduate of Harvard, had filled the vacant pulpit of the Blue Hill Congregational Church
for several summers before his final removal there in 1796. He was a devout man of the
old-time Calvinistic persuasion, industrious, well educated, and incredibly community
conscious. During his forty year ministry at Blue Hill, he helped to erect a new
meetinghouse, cleared himself a farm, built a suitable parsonage with out-buildings,
established an academy, helped to found a school of theology at Bangor, and instituted
several organizations for the moral uplifting of the town. Fisher’s philanthropic works
exerted a tremendous influence on the town for generations, and following the end of his
official ministry in 1836, he did “not fail to give good private religious instruction”
whenever and wherever the opportunity arose (Chase, Fisher 268). At the time of his
death in 1847, the minister preaching his funeral sermon, a Reverend Stephen Thurston

of Searsport, said, “*... he did much for the intellectual [and spiritual] cultivaﬁon of the



people, so that, in this respect, this town gained an early advance over most of the
adjacent towns’” (Chase, Fisher 279).

Fisher’s greatest problem while preaching in Blue Hill stemmed from the
infiltration of certain undesirable religious influences into the community. As early as
1800, he put the itinerant and less educated Methodist preachers to rout and took great
care that their “ancient Pelagian” and “Arminian heresies” did not gain a foothold among
the members of his congregation (Chase, Heritage 18). He, it must be remembered,
represented the old Massachusetts establishment, and he “‘felt it to be his duty to . . .
publicly state what he [believed] to be the Truth in opposition to error disseminated’”
(Chase, Heritage 18). The “Truth,” as he called it, was that he, a New England
Congregational parson, had a bound duty to protect and defend the governmentally
supported, propagated, and controlled “‘Established Church’” (Chase, Fisher 99).
Religious inroads of any kind, he and his fellows feared, threatened the stability of a
society defined by one hundred and seventy-five years of acceptable New England
tradition. Fisher, however, fought a battle he could not win.

In 1803, Fisher’s close friend and fellow minister, Daniel Merrill of nearby
Sedgewick, underwent a period of religious questioning that led to his ultimate
conversion to the Calvinistic Baptist Church. Merrill and sixty of his church members,
believing infant baptism to be erroneous, were re-baptized by immersion, and in a day,
the Sedgewick Congregational Church transformed itself into the Sedgewick Baptist
Church. This occurrence, unheard of and unparalleled at the time, had serious
repercussions that threw Fisher and his church at Blue Hill into immediate turmoil. Ina

matter of weeks, several of his parishioners, questioning their own baptism, began to
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question their scriptural right to church membership as well. Several withdrew from the
small Blue Hill congregation, were re-baptized, and joined Merrill’s already large church
some seven miles away. For three years, Fisher tried to turn this tide of defection, but in
the end, “almost one third” of his original flock withdrew from membership “for
conscientious reasons” and formed the Blue Hill Baptist Church (Chase, Fisher 97-99).
His views on “‘this vaine (sic) and unseemly talk of immersion as necessary to
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salvation’” softened somewhat with the passing of time; he actually became friendly with
several of the Baptist preachers in the Blue Hill area, but he must have also given a sigh
of relief when “‘several of those withdrawn to the Baptists . . . [finally] removed
[themselves] from town’” (Chase, Heritage 18-19).

While Jonathan Fisher battled against the spread of Methodist and Baptist
doctrines within its borders, Blue Hill extended its economic borders across the seas,
becoming an important player in the world of international commerce. The settlers of the
town had all been farmers who, because of their distance from the markets of
Massachusetts, began to pursue an adjunct occupation—shipping. Small Chebacco boats,
barques, and brigs were fashioned by local carpenters, and Blue Hill entered the
coastwise sea trade. The early settlers and their children exchanged homegrown goods in
Boston for manufactured items much needed at home. Lumber was traded for provender;
native granite, quarried from the nearby hills and seaside ledges, built palatial buildings
in Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, and ice, cut from the ponds, lakes, and streams
nearby, made its way to homes hundreds of miles to the south. By the second decade of

the nineteenth century, the third generation of Blue Hill residents sailed themselves and

their homeport into American maritime history. Ships constructed at Blue Hill, and
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mastered by local men, found business in the American West, in South America, in
Europe, in the Middle East, in Africa, in Australia, and in Asia. With the money earned
from these lucrative ventures, the grandsons and great-grandsons of the town’s pioneers
“became men of wider vision and of longer thoughts™ (Chase, Heritage 15). In the words
of Sarah Ome Jewett, they “knew something of the wide world, and never mistook their
native parishes for the whole instead of a part thereof; they knew not only Thomaston and
Castine and Portland, but London and Bristol and Bordeaux, and the strange-mannered
harbors of the China Sea” (129). Sailing from Blue Hill on these “far voyages,” the
descendants of pioneer stock found “farther mental horizons as well as the steady
accumulation . . . of means” (Chase, Heritage 15-16). Returning to their New England
hometown, these seafaring men and their enterprising, courageous wives

built substantial homes of wood and brick, homes with

wide-mouthed chimneys, broad roofs, and beautiful

doorways; they spoke familiarly of London and Hongkong,

Calcutta and Mozambique; in the [eighteen] fifties and

sixties they sent their more bookish sons to college, to Yale

and Bowdoin, Harvard and Princeton. And when the

[eighteen] nineties came and the turn of another century

was not far distant, [these sea-going descendants of the

original settlers] told their children [and grandchildren] of

them with the realization that out of simple beginnings, by

toil, by adaptation to circumstances, and by seizure of

occasions, one generation can give rise to a better (Chase,

Heritage, 16).
With the coming of the American Civil War and the perfection of the steam-powered
engine, the golden age of American sail came gradually to a close. Fewer ships sailed

from Blue Hill, and Blue Hill, like other small ports in New England, saw “a change for

the worse” (Jewett 25). The dockyards—thriving and alive just a generation before—fell
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into disrepair and ruin; the “bookish sons,” who would have pursued college degrees and
then become masters of sailing vessels like their fathers and grandfathers before them,
learned to practice law or medicine, became bankers or college professors—leaving Blue
Hill for fields of wider opportunity. The American West allured some; still others were
drawn away to the larger cities of both Maine and New England. Those people choosing
to stay at home turned their endeavors—out of sheer economic necessity—to the new and
rather disturbing industry now known as tourism.

Tourism, the “invasion of Blue Hill by outside people,” did much to correct a
lagging local economy “since the old seafaring days had gone beyond recall,” but it
brought in its wake, a plethora of social problems based on non-wealth versus wealth,
pitting the poverty-stricken native against the rich, urbane rusticator (Chase,
“Hometown” 41). Starting in the late 1880s and early 1890s, these “‘people from away,’
in the Maine coast phrase,” began buying land and erecting lavish summer cottages in
Blue Hill (Chase, “Hometown” 41). This actuality put the otherwise economically
depressed people of Blue Hill to work and ensured the overall survival of the town, but it
also threatened to undermine the community’s autonomy, integrity and unified social
fabric. The wealthy summer people “knew little of Maine history, Maine pride, or Maine
people,” and the natives, feeling “shy and ill-at-ease” with their new neighbors, allowed
“an insurmountable barrier” to develop between the two disparaging groups (Chase,
“Hometown” 41). This problem, more detrimental than even a shifting and unstable local
economy, forever changed the social outlook of Blue Hill, and it was into this new era
that Mary Ellen Chase was finally born. Chase clearly saw during her early life that “the

invasion of ‘summer people’ . . . greatly altered the livelihood, the manners, and the
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thinking of the native Maine stock” (Chase, “Hometown™ 40-41). As the daughter of
one of Blue Hill’s “bookish sons,” a direct descendant of Blue Hill’s Joseph Wood and
“the middle class English who made New England,” and a member Jonathan Fisher’s
Congregational Church, she felt it her duty to tell the world something of life in Maine
and New England before the advent of “this new ‘industry’” (Chase, “Hometown™ 41).
She came to realize the importance and significance of her heritage, and through her
writing, she found that she could widen her region’s “borders by the extension of . . .
influences into other and [still] larger fields” of art (Chase, Heritage 16). “By [literary]
toil, by adaptation to [modern] circumstances, and by seizure of [educational] occasions,”
she and her “generation [could truly] give rise to a better” understanding of and respect
for the New England past and the people who had in so many ways helped to shape it

(Chase, Heritage 16).
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BIOGRAPHY

Mary Ellen Chase was born in Blue Hill, Maine, on February 24, 1887, the second
child of Edward Everett Chase, Sr., and Edith Mabel (Lord) Chase. She was originally
named Minnie Ella Chase in honor of her father’s aunt, Maria Elizabeth (Chase) Butman,
and his sister, Mary Dyer (Chase) Herrick (W. W. Hinckley). Both women were known
affectionately as “Min” of “Minnie” within and without the family, and Chase was
bestowed with their mutual nickname (W. W. Hinckley). She so despised the use of
“Minnie,” that after leaving home for her second year of college, she changed her name
to Mary Ellen—in a more dignified deference to her original namesakes and much to the
chagrin of her immediate family (W. W. Hinckley). Her parents and her six existing
siblings, in return, so disliked her name change that they refused to call her “Mary Ellen”
until Chase had established herself as a widely read and widely-respected author (W. W.
Hinckley).

The Chase household, by outward appearances at least, was typical of both its
time and its place. Father was the breadwinner; Mother was the caregiver. Edward
Everett Chase, Sr., was the town’s only attorney-at-law, a distinction of social prestige
rather than of monetary income. He was usually employed by poor, country people with
little or no capital to pay him; he instead took material items in barter for his services.
Farm animals, foodstuffs, firewood, and small parcels of land all became grist to his
financial mill. Edith Mabel Chase oversaw the complete maintenance of the home. She
nurtured and raised the children, tended them at their school lessons, and watched after
her aging mother-in-law during her six-month stays in Blue Hill. With the occasional

help of a “hired girl,” she did all the cooking, cleaning, washing, ironing, mending,
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gardening, and preserving. If the Chases were at all unhappy, the author never tells us.
Mary Ellen, writing of her childhood, deals with the positive side of the family’s life,
never mentioning, except in a moral or humorous way, any unpleasantness to which she
and her siblings were subjected. All the Chase children, coming from good Puritan stock
on both sides of their family, were expected to behave, to respect their elders, to always
tell the truth, and to perform certain household chores “allotted to [ther.n] according to
[their] several abilities™ (Chase, Heritage 43).

Chase’s father, Edward Everett Chase, Sr., by all reports, was a strict and stern
man. He was a born in Blue Hill on March 19, 1861, and there he died on February 17,
1914, at the age of fifty-two of nephritis, a kidney disease which was exacerbated and
worsened by his chronic alcoholism (W. W. Hinckley). The “bookish son” of a
successful sea-captain turned merchant, Melatiah Kimball Chase, he, as his daughter later
writes, “was born with the proverbial silver spoon in his mouth” (Chase, Heritage 36).
Edward Chase’s great-grandson, Wallace William Hinckley of East Winthrop, Maine,
goes a step further when he suggests that the young Edward was a “very spoiled” child
(W. W. Hinckley, Letter). Due to his premature birth some five and six years after the
respective deaths of his two older sisters, Abby and Annie, his parents were overly
protective, and family tradition states that his survival as an infant was ensured by the
meticulous and careful care given him by his midwife mother, Eliza Ann (Wescott)
Chase (W. W. Hinckley). He was the youngest child and the only son in the Chase
family; his only surviving sister, Mary Dyer Chase, was four years his senior (W. P.

Hinckley).
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Chase was educated in Blue Hill, first at the village grammar school and later at
the Blue Hill Academy. An avid reader but a poor student beset with behavioral
problems, he was sent to private boarding schools at Westbrook and Hallowell. His
parents, Mary Ellen Chase asserts, took “more than one hurried trip . . . to the school to
extricate him from non-academic difficulties” (Chase, Heritage 36). From the Hallowell
Classical Institute, he finally graduated in 1882, and he went on to Bowdoin College
where he studied under famous Civil War hero and former Maine governor, Joshua
Chamberlain (W. W. Hinckley). Chase left Bowdoin without a degree after two years of
study and returned to his parents’ home in Blue Hill. Soon after his homecoming, he met
Edith Mabel Lord, and they were married on June 5, 1884 (W. P. Hinckley). He later
read law with the firm of Wiswell and King in the nearby city of Ellsworth and was
admitted to the Hancock County Bar Association in 1888 (Bowler 148). Ever a staunch
and vigorous Republican, Edward Chase served during his short life as a Municipal Court
Judge, a Judge of Probate, a Representative to the State Legislature, a trustee of the newly
formed Maine State Hospitals in Augusta and Bangor, and a member of the Governor’s
Executive Council (Bowler 148). As a civic minded resident of Blue Hill, he served for
many years as a trustee of Blue Hill-George Stevens Academy, the Blue Hill Fair
Association, and the Blue Hill Congregational Church (W. W. Hinckley). Always
conscious of outward appearances and social distiﬂction, he “preferred that everyone call
him ‘Judge’” (W. W. Hinckley, Letter).

Mary Ellen Chase’s relationship with her father was by no means a very pleasant
one. While she admired him, she feared him as well. We are told that she “respected her

father’s gifts, admired his intellect, but was chilled by his capacity for wrath” (E. H.
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Chase 15-16). Chase always described “her father as a fine and brilliant man, [but] what
she did not mention in any of her works was that he was an alcoholic, and [that] this
tempered her love for him” (Squire 24). In many respects, this fear of his wrath served as
a “pillar of influence on [Mary Ellen Chase’s] life, education, and ambition” (W. W.
Hinckley, Letter). He expected his children to be great achievers and was not above
using verbal and emotional abuse whenever and wherever they fell short. Mary Ellen and
her siblings considered their father an autocrat—he insisted that they address him as ‘sir’
whenever speaking to him—but they fearfully appreciated the emphasis he placed on
intellectual pursuit and excellence. Elienne Squire, Chase’s former student at Smith

College and biographer, writes that the young Mary Ellen often

felt inadequate and unloved, especially by her father, whose
approval she craved. Her early fears of failure stemmed
from his high standards and her inability to meet them. Her
father often told her that, since she displayed no signs of
ambition, she could doubtless some day earn her living as a
hairdresser (32).

From her father, however, Mary Ellen Chase inherited an insatiable love of literature and
history—passions she would indulge for the entirety of her own life. Writing of Judge

Chase, she explains that his own

love for books and study became the consuming passion of
his life. At home he was literally never without a book.
Taking up the law as a profession after his early

marriage . . . he read, not law but everything else on his
weekly drives of fourteen miles to and from Blue Hill. He
read at his solitary breakfasts which he always ate apart
from his family and later than they; for, since he read half
the night, he rose not before eight. He read in his office
when he should have been at Blackstone; he read during the
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long evenings while we studied our lessons. He believed

and practised his faith that books and the resources

therefrom are not only the sole proof against the slings and

arrows of fortune but the one sure solace of life. History

was his major interest . . . He had an extraordinary, almost

miraculous memory for dates (Chase, Heritage 37).
Mary Ellen always took great care to read only those books her father thought
appropriate—often substituting “the biographies and historical sketches of J. S. C.
Abbot” for such childish fare as “the Five Little Peppers” (Chase, Heritage 47). Judge
Chase’s example of life-long reading and life-long learning must have impressed Mary
Ellen and her seven siblings. Out of the eight Chase children, all but one pursued college
degrees. Mildred, Mary Ellen, Edith, Virginia, Olive, and Newton became teachers,
professors, and writers. Edward Jr., who became a highly respected lawyer and State
Representative, would have been a strong Republican contender for the Maine
governorship in 1954 had he not been tragically killed in an airplane crash just a year
before (W. W. Hinckley). John, the only non-professional in the family, owned and
operated a successful variety store for much of his life.

While Judge Chase “had great influence over family administration” in matters of
religion, education, and the rules of acceptable behavior, his wife, Edith Mabel (Lord)
Chase, “carried out his wishes and was [the] most admired” by the Chase children (W.
W. Hinckley, Letter). The family had “no doubt that . . . she . . . was equally or more
brilliant” than her husband (W. W. Hinckley, Letter). Mrs. Chase, known simply as
Mabel to close friends and family, was probably “the most significant donor to the gene

pool and provided the greatest nature/nurture influence” within the family unit (W. W.

Hinckley, Letter). She was born in Blue Hill on June 7, 1866, and died there on
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September 16, 1945 (W. P. Hinckley). Mabel Chase was the daughter of John Newton
Lord, a watch painter and businessman, and his wife, Edith Wood (Hinckley) Lord.
Little is known of Mrs. Lord as she fell “prey to consumption” at an early age and died
when her only daughter, Mabel, was but nine years of age (Chase, Heritage 24). John
Newton Lord later married Mrs. Margaret (Fossett) Hibbard and moved first to Ellsworth
and then to Waltham, Massachusetts, leaving the young Mabel in the care of his parents,
Heard and Serena (Osgood) Lord (Wescott, “Lord™).

Mabel Lord, a bright child with a winning personality, was educated at the Blue
Hill Village School and entered Blue Hill Academy at the age of twelve. Her daughter
writes, “She learned . . . upon her entrance . . . that young women might excel young men
in their studies” (Chase, Heritage 25). During her four years at the Academy, she
distinguished herself as a scholar, “becoming early proficient in Latin,” and “witnessed
the wider entrance of her sex into the teaching profession” (Chase, Heritage 25). She
graduated from Blue Hill Academy with a diploma denoting her academic concentration
in the difficult and arduous classical course—a course of study usually reserved for the
young men. The classical course consisted of the ordinary academic subjects with an
added emphasis on the language, literature, and history of the ancient world. In their four
years of study, all Blue Hill Academy students were drilled in English, mathematics,
geography, elementary science, and history; those electing the classical course began
studying Latin in their first year and Greek in their second or third years. For this
distinction, their parents were charged a weekly fee of thirty-five cents, fifteen cents
more than the fee required of all those students electing the English or general course.

Blue Hill Academy, one of the preeminent New England secondary schools of the time,
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had been established in 1803 by the Reverend Jonathan Fisher to classically educate
young men for college and the Congregational ministry. But, by the middle of the
nineteenth century, the trustees of Blue Hill Academy “heard even in [their] isolated
community of the growing popularity and prestige of Female Seminaries, of the founding
of colleges for women,” and thus, opened their doors to women as well (Chase, Heritage
25). After her high school graduation, Mabel taught two terms of district school when
“she was invited back to the Academy to assist in the instruction of Latin Grammar”
(Chase, Heritage 26). We are told that “she went with pride and dignity to teach young
men who dreamed of Bowdoin College” (Chase, Heritage 26).

During her one and only year as a preceptor at Blue Hill Academy, Edith Mabel
Lord met Edward Everett Chase, and the two fell in love. She was barely seventeen, and
he was twenty-three. Her grandparents, thinking Edward a “cad,” strongly opposed the
marriage, but Mabel, as family tradition relates, told them “if it were not a good marriage,
they would never hear her complain, and she never did” (W. W. Hinckley, Letter).
Mabel Lord, her daughter-in-law writes, “defied her [grand]parents’ advice and married
the wild, erratic, Edward Everett Chase . . . a gambler . . . [who] sometimes drank too
much” (E. H. Chase 19-20). The newlyweds moved into the large Melatiah and Eliza
Chase home on Union Street in Blue Hill Village and resided there for the remainder of
their married life. Even though “it may not have been the perfect marriage” due to her
husband’s demanding nature and his excessive drinking habits, Mabel Chase, giving birth
to and then rearing a large family, soon learned how to placate her husband and how to
create a peaceful atmosphere in which to raise her children. She again assumed the role

of teacher even as Edward set himself up as the dictatorial headmaster or superintendent
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of the Chase household. While the Judge served as “the instigator of various schemes for
mental training and enrichment [of their children],” Mabel sought ways to bring his
schemes and plans into fruition. Edward Chase “sowed the seed, as it were, likewise
reaped the harvest and gazed upon his crop.” It was the undaunted and ever clever
“mother, however, who weeded and watered, harrowed and pruned, against the time of
gathering into barns” (Chase, Heritage 219). Of Mabel Chase’s life and her
contributions to her family, Mary Ellen lovingly writes,

At just eighteen she married my father, five years her

senior. Her first child came close upon her nineteenth

birthday, her eighth not far from her forty-sixth. Of her life

spent in the nurture and upbringing of her five daughters

and three sons, of her vitality and her humour, of her eager

co-operation in her husband’s profession, of her interest

and participation in the thought and the reading of three

generations [of her own descendants], [I] will bear

inadequate witness (Chase, Heritage, 26).
Mabel, in short, lived for no other purpose than to see her husband and children succeed
in life. Whatever the scheme, whatever the need, Mabel Chase, as one in that “long,
hooded procession [of women], stretching back through hundreds of years . . . who
counted their lives well lost in the salvation of their husbands and [families] from
complete oblivion,” stood for intelligence, family, and the unity of the two (Chase,
Heritage 23-24). Whether eagerly helping to write a speech for her husband, cheerfully
discharging her household duties, or enthusiastically instructing her children in the
mysteries of “Latin Grammar and Cicero,” Mabel “‘constantly effaced herself in her care

29

[of her family]’” (Chase, Heritage 24). Mary Ellen later writes to this incredible
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woman’s credit, “My mother was my first and always my best teacher” (Chase,
Fellowship 3).

The Chases, like most New England families of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, whether they were exceptionally religious or not, attended church as
a matter of respectable course. Church attendance, a part of the weekly rites established
by the Puritan fathers, continued unquestioned and unabated in most New England
villages at the time. Monday was the washing day. Tuesday was the ironing day.
Saturday was the baking and bathing day. Chase records that “to all Protestant
communities in rural New England during the nineties (and in the State of Maine there
was almost no distinctly rural community which was not wholly Protestant) Sunday was
unmistakably the Lord’s Day” (Chase, Heritage 133). No work and no amusements,
regardless of how innocent or benign, were allowed to desecrate this day of holy days.
She describes the typical Lord’s Day in Blue Hill:

Sundays in all seasons dawned soberly. Toys of all kinds
had been put away in closed drawers or in the corners of
the stable. To allow a sled or cart in the driveway was
unthinkable. After a somewhat later breakfast of warmed-
over beans and brown bread, we prepared for church and
Sunday school, warned of such necessity by the nine
o’clock bells which pealed alternately from two white
steeples on opposite hills . . . Our family left the house
shortly after 10:15 as we must be ascending the church
steps by the time the somber tolling of the last bell began
just before the half hour. My father always walked a bit
ahead of the rest of us . . . My mother, often flurried a bit
by her morning’s undertakings, always had very pink
cheeks as she brought up the rear (Chase, Heritage 135).
Edward Chase, born and bred a Congregationalist, insisted that he and his family take an

active part in the services of the Blue Hill Congregational Church even though “his
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theology was [most probably] Unitarian” (Chase, Heritage 40). They attended, without
question, the morning worship service, Sunday School, and evening prayer service. The
New England Congregational Church was known for its money, power, prestige, and
social refinement, and Judge Chase, a man of old-time Puritan stock and bearing, could
not break with such time-honored family traditions. But, Mabel Chase, although she
“forsook her Baptist heritage for the sake of family integrity,” never truly veered from
her own Baptist faith (Chase, Heritage 135). The Lords, “early tinged with the Baptist
‘heresy,’” had been among the leaders of those wayward and misguided souls who had
defected from the Congregational Church in 1803 and established the Blue Hill Baptist
Church in 1806 (Chase, Heritage 18). Mabel’s great-grandfather, Benjamin Lord, had
the distinction of being one of the first “two [Blue Hill residents] . . . ordained as Baptist
ministers, men of good character but of small education” who had struck fear into the
sectarian hearts of the Reverend Jonathan Fisher and his orthodox Congregationalist
followers. By her husband’s command, Mabel faithfully attended the Blue Hill
Congregational Church until his death in 1914; at that time, true to her unyielding and
dissenting forebears and showing some of her ancestor Joseph Wood’s independence, she
had the Chase family pew forever removed from the Congregational Church (W. W.
Hinckley). She promptly returned her membership and financial support to the Blue Hill
Baptist Church (W. W. Hinckley).

Mary Ellen Chase, a youngster with a strong yet forbearing personality,
experienced great perplexity in religious matters. She found the “two white churches as
lovely and gracious in their architecture as they were cramped and forbidding in their

theology” (Chase, Mary Peters 104). While she appreciated the beauty and formality
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found within the Congregational Church, “the lengthy sermons on theological subjects
meant little to her when a child” (Westbrook 19). Of her earliest religious perceptions,

Chase tells us:

I do not know that the church service itself engendered
much religion within us. The sermons were long and
abstruse, and, even as I grew older, I do not recall any
which meant much to me. But the solemnity of the
occasion, the observance together of a custom, the sense of
well-being and of well-doing—memories of these I would
not be without. Details, imagination to bring later their
longer, richer consequences: the black shadows of birds
passing and repassing behind the coloured glass of a
memorial window; the sunlight lying in bright, precise
figures across the pulpit steps; the order and beauty of the
white panelled pews with their polished, mahogany
railings; the words and the imagery of old hymns. Most of
all I remember verses of the Bible as they were read by the
singularly beautiful voice of the old pastor whom I knew
throughout my childhood. Sometimes the sonorous quality
of the words themselves quite apart from their sense stayed
long with me:

“Wherefore, seeing we also are encompassed about by
so great a cloud of witnesses . . . ”

“The former treatise have I made, O Theophilus . . .”

“Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the
evidence of things not seen” (Chase, Heritage 140).

What Chase describes here is not so much religion as the aesthetics of religion, those
“outward and visible signs,” which, to a thoroughly Protestant mind of the nineteenth
century at least, represented the “inward spiritual grace” of the Christian faith—order,
decorum, and spiritual Beauty found in simplicity (Chase, “Pottery™).

To the old-time Calvinistic regime, of which the Blue Hill Congregational and

Baptist Churches were both a part, a personal religious experience, the spiritual epitome

of order and decorum as found within the simplistic beauty of a thoroughly Protestant
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gospel, offered the only door to church membership and to Heaven. God, through His
grace, saved those people He elected to save, and the candidate for rebirth, in order to
qualify for God’s unmerited favor, was expected to have a “direct [or born-again]
experience” (Westbrook 19). “Without [this] conversion and the overwhelming spiritual
change it was supposed to bring about,” Perry Westbook explains, “one could not be
considered a true Christian, one of the Communion of Saints” (20). The “outward and
visible signs” of this salvation experience were two-fold. The first occurred when
penitent persons went forward in the service to make their “peace with God” in a highly
outward, highly visible, and highly public fashion. As these unsaved people knelt at the
alter and prayed the “sinners’ prayer,” the “inward and spiritual grace [of God]” began to
work within their souls, instantly making them new creatures in Christ Jesus. This |
conversion experience then wrought the second manifestation of the “outward and visible
signs” of personal salvation—an “overwhelming spiritual change” in the new converts’
personal behavior (Westbrook 19). Having undergone these outward and these inward
changes, the individual converts were then examined, or questioned, by the pastor and
deacons of the church, and if found in an acceptable state of grace, they were offered
church membership. Westbrook explains that a “failure to experience conversion, [and
gain admittance to church membership], was, therefore, a stigma on the individual and
his family” (20).

Unregenerate young people were expected to make their decisions on this weighty
matter at an early age, and Mary Ellen Chase, throughout her adolescent years, grappled
with this Protestant concept of salvation and the embarrassment attendant upon it. In

Blue Hill during her childhood and teenage years, the two churches, concerned about “the
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conversion of the young in their parishes,” set in motion the yearly “machinery . . . [by]
which it might be facilitated” (Chase, Heritage 150). Concerting their evangelistic
efforts, the two ministers proclaimed the first week of each new year, “the January Week
of Prayer,” a time of old-fashioned revival meetings and extreme religious agitation
(Chase, Heritage 150). For Chase, this week was a time of “painful introspection” and
soul-searching (Westbrook 20). Most young people were encouraged by their parents,
their teachers, and their already converted peers to attend these religious meetings. Chase
was neither persuaded nor dissuaded by her parents; in this one aspect of her life, they did
not dare to intrude. Her teachers, whom Chase considered the educational cohorts of the
ministers, may have exerted pressure on their students to attend, but of this we know
nothing simply because she does not tell us. Chase, however, has much to say about the

overly charged religious atmosphere surrounding the youths of Blue Hill in her day:

Conversion in the nineties was not considered, as it is
today, one of those varieties of religious experience
interesting alike to the philosopher and the psychologist.
Instead, in communities like our own where philosophy
was relatively unknown and psychology, even as a term,
practically unheard of, it was regarded as a necessary and
fearfully important occurrence in one’s life, usually
undergone in adolescence . . . This first week in January
was, throughout my young adolescence, the most dramatic
period of the year. It was a period fraught with emotion
and embarrassment, tense with excitement. Studies and
lessons which engaged our attention at all other times were
practically set aside during those seven days, —sacrificed,
as it were, to the well-being of our immortal souls. Life at
school was strained and unnatural. Serious consultations
were held with one’s best friends before the sessions
opened; during recesses one not infrequently listened to the
tearful revelations of a close associate who had, the evening
before, been touched by the Spirit, or to the equally tearful
fears of another who could not quite bring herself to “take
the first step” . . . Those who had signified by various
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participations in the meeting of the preceding night that

they had come to a realization of their sins and were ready

to lead a new life were subjected the next morning to the

curious scrutiny of all their companions. Truly, it took a

stout heart to traverse that school-room to one’s own

uncomfortable seat! Even the assurance of complete

regeneration could not banish cruel self-consciousness and

embarrassment (Chase, Heritage 150-151).
Mary Ellen Chase did eventually capitulate to the religious frenzy swirling about her, and
she joined the Blue Hill Congregational Church in her twentieth year. Perry Westbrook
compares Chase’s conversion experience with the earlier New England revivals found
during the Great Awakening:

At Blue Hill were fomented states of group hysteria

reminiscent of those of Jonathan Edwards’ heyday in

Northampton. For the sensitive and overconscientious, this

time could be a period of hell, as it apparently was for Miss

Chase; but she finally managed to convince herself and

others that she was “saved.” This emphasis on religion had

a permanent effect on Mary Ellen Chase (20).
The memories of those seven days enacted yearly during her childhood left a lasting
impression upon Chase and her adult theology. She clearly recognized the impact that
“the comic and serious aspects . . . [of] a waning yet still vigorous Puritanism™ had upon
her early life (Chase, Heritage 8). She would later write, “Years were required for the
revulsion and renovation of my theological concepts” (Chase, Heritage 100).

Mary Ellen Chase, like both of her parents before her, began her formal

educational training in the Blue Hill Village School. This school, which consisted of two

rooms, the downstairs room housing the lower school and the upper room housing the

grammar school, had its counterpart in thousands of other rural communities across New
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England and, indeed, the United States. Chase’s reminiscences of that most all-American
institution and what she learned within its “ugly and ungainly . . . high rectangular
architecture” are both humorous and informative (Chase, Heritage 248). Writing some

forty years later, she playfully explains,

According to all modern standards, I was very badly
educated, if educated at all, in the village school of Blue
Hill. This institution in the nineties was almost wholly
didactic, allowing the will comparatively little freedom and
lending no encouragement whatsoever to individual quirks
and idiosyncrasies. The “self” and its “expression” were
entirely (perhaps wholesomely) neglected in the
schoolroom; on the playground it found then, as always,
various ways and means of asserting itself. Our rigid,
unyielding days were governed by precept upon precept,
line upon line; our preferences in any matter were rarely, if
ever, consulted. From nine o’clock in the morning until
four o’clock in the afternoon we did precisely as we were
told to do. That the occasional revolutionary among us was
rarely upheld by public opinion and that the vast majority
of us loved school, with all its relentlessness, would seem
to bear evidence that our training was neither wholly
fallacious nor absurd (Chase, Heritage 247).

Clearly, education in rural Maine of the 1890s, was not far removed from what it had
been in early days of settlement. School served as a “didactic” adjunct of the church—
children learned to read in order to understand the Holy Bible and to become informed
citizens. One can easily imagine the children of Joseph Wood and John Roundy, the first
Puritan settlers of Blue Hill, attending a school not much different than the one Chase
attended a hundred and thirty years later. “Our teachers,” Chase tells us, “were held to be
at their noblest and best when they supplemented or complemented the ministers in

religious and ethical instruction” (Chase, Heritage 252). Dependent upon property taxes,
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always a bad by-word in old-time New England, the town scantily built, scantily manned,
and scantily equipped its rural schools. “Grades were unknown,” writes Chase,
“although classes were recognized and named by letters” (Chase, Heritage 248). The
two teachers teaching at the Blue Hill Village School were “harassed and over-worked
... [and] had no time to attend to the frills and extras even [if they] had known anything
about them or discerned any value therein” (Chase, Heritage 248). The education offered
from such humble institutions, where even “the furnishings . . . bore sturdy witness, not
only to municipal poverty, but also to a strict [puritanical] regard for essentials only,” was
considered adequate for the needs of a poor, coastal community (Chase, Heritage 248).
A generation later, the “professional educators,” a term Chase would both despise and
ridicule, would call the Blue Hill Village School and its neighboring sisters, the one-room
district schools, obsolete, old fashioned, and educational detriments to a modern society.
Nevertheless, Chase—writing at a time when school consolidation, the newest
educational fad to spread across Maine and much of the nation, was threatening to close
such schools—found much to appreciate in her early education. She realized that even in
the lowest and most humble of educational environs, in buildings dilapidated and dog-
eared, lacking all the modern amenities and frills, schools where Protestant dogma was
still freely thrown about with little or no regard to other theological opinions, children—if
they so desired—could learn, provided they were given good teachers instead of
professionally-trained and professionally-ruined “educators” (Chase, Fellowship xii).
During her childhood, Mary Ellen Chase was not without her share of cheerful
diversions. These diversions, Judge Chase’s “bursts of generosity,” came usually in the

form of gifts and trips (E. H. Chase 15). Birthdays and Christmases brought their share
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of homemade toys, new clothes, and most importantly, new books. Chase and her
siblings greedily devoured everything within their own slender library. They ransacked
the libraries of their friends and neighbors voraciously looking for new and interesting
reading materials. And, they spent as much time as possible in the Ladies Social
Library—the forerunner of the Blue Hill Public Library. In a house where both parents
by example and by precept expressed daily their own love of good books and good
literature, reading was as important as eating or sleeping. Chase writes of playing a game
called “Authors,” which early in her life introduced her to the major writers of the
nineteenth century and their most notable works. It is not then surprising that Chase
records, with great emotion and in vivid detail, her two childhood brushes with literary
greatness.
Near her eleventh birthday in February 1898, Judge Chase arranged for Mary

Ellen to attend a literary reading by noted Maine author, Laura E. Richards, in the nearby
city of Ellsworth. Richards, the daughter of the famous Julia Ward Howe and a resident
of Gardiner, was widely known for her children books, Captain January, Timothy’s
Quest, Three Margarets, A Summer in a Canyon, Rosin the Beau, The Birds’ Christmas
Carol, and Grandmother. Chase attended the reading given at the Ellsworth
Congregational Church with a friend of her mother’s, and after the author’s address, just
before Richards began reading from Captain January, she motioned to Mary Ellen to
come and sit at her feet. In 4 Goodly Heritage, Chase says of the occasion:

I had been so staring at [Richards] with big, round eyes,

which scarcely blinked for fear of missing her slightest

movement, that I suppose her own eyes were irresistibly

drawn to me sitting just before her in my blue dress and big
white tie. There can, indeed, be no other explanation of her
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notice, for I was distinctly a plain child with nothing
whatever to make me stand out save very red cheeks, which
that night, I presume, were redder than ever. But be that as
it may, explain it as you will, the incredible fact is, was,
and will always be that she beckoned to me to draw near
her in her great red chair. Astonishment and incredulity
almost held me to my seat had not the practical sense of my
guardian brought me to my senses and demanded that I
move quickly forward to the threshold of genius.

“T always did like red-cheeked girls,” [Richards] said, as
she took my hand in hers. “And now won’t you sit by me
on this footstool while I read?” (244-245).

Chase’s clear memory of her “first author” provided her with “one of the high-water
marks of [her] life” (Chase, Heritage, 241). She knew even at that early age that writers
were somehow a group held apart from the common lot of humankind. She simply states
that in this meeting “there was an intangible something which I did not tell, which I could
not have told if I would—an inviolable sense of Experience within experience and
transcending the fruit thereof” (Chase, Heritage 246).

This “inviolable sense of Experience within experience” manifest itself again
some two years after Chase’s meeting with Laura Richards. On a trip with her father to
York County in 1900, Mary Ellen Chase met and gained the notice of Sarah Orne Jewett,
“the Dean of Maine Letters” (Chase, “Novels” 15). This meeting, on Chase’s thirteenth
birthday, gave the young would-be-author the chance to vent her own literary aspirations
for the first time. Chase describes her meeting with Jewett:

My father himself, whom I recall always with a book in his
hand, had known Sarah Orne Jewett aside from her books
for several years; and I imagine he wanted me to have the
thrill of looking upon her face to face, since I, too, because
of his own devoted enthusiasm, had already become her

faithful disciple through my early love of The Country of
the Pointed Firs. Be all things as they may have been, at
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least we went to South Berwick on the twenty-fourth day of
February, my thirteenth birthday, in the year 1900.

As to Hazlitt in his description of his meeting with
Coleridge in My First Acquaintance with Poets, the
occasion was to me a “romance,” a kind of coming to life
of all my secret dreams. Yet I recall of it only two
seemingly unrelated features: what Miss Jewett wore, and
one of the many things she must have said during the
exciting half-hour of our stay. Her dress was lavender with
long sleeves and a high waistline, doubtless a simple
enough frock; yet it alone has meant lavender to me ever
since that day, now a half century and more ago; and I shall
never forget how she looked in it as she came down the
winding staircase of her white, clapboard house to greet my
father and me waiting in the wide hall below. In the same
way her words about writing books have put out of being
any other remark she must have made. This memorable
remark was in response to her question—a question
invariably asked of a child: “And what do you mean to do
when you grow up?”

“I want to write books as you do,” I said, to the

embarrassment of my father, who because of my shyness

about my secret hopes had never heretofore been told of my

lofty and ardent dream.

She smiled at me then, a smile which lightened and

transformed her clean-cut, perhaps her rather severe,

features. “I’m sure you will,” she said. “And good ones

too—all about Maine” (Chase, “Jewett” ix).
Although Chase mentions her father’s initial embarrassment, no other mention is made of
his reactions on their return to Blue Hill. The Judge, a Jewett fan, may have well thought
that his daughter could do far worse than to emulate Jewett, a woman who by 1900 had
the literary world virtually at her feet. Jewett and the Chases also shared a common
heritage; she, like them, hailed from Puritan stock and, her people, like Mary Ellen’s own

ancestors, found themselves at home in the pulpit, at the schoolteacher’s desk, and on the

high seas. Writing of Jewett’s contributions to her own art, Chase says, “I would be the
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last to claim any virtue or even value for my own books, but they have been about Maine,
according to her prophecy, perhaps indeed, because of it” (Chase, “Jewett” ix). Chase
states that as an author she tried always to “follow [Jewett’s] footsteps, stumbling and
fumbling among the words which she so perfectly set down on paper, among the people
whom she so unerringly portrayed, among the marshes and islands, the coves, the hills,
the villages which she saw with a vision denied all other Maine authors” (Chase,
“Novels” 15). Chase began writing her own portrayals of Maine life soon after she met
Sarah Orne Jewett, who, as she later writes, would be “known long after the others of us
[Maine writers] are forgotten” (Chase, “Novels” 15).

In the fall of 1901, Mary Ellen Chase entered Blue Hill-George Stevens
Academy. The name change, due to the Congregational school known as Blue Hill
Academy merging with the Baptist school known as George Stevens Academy, shows
another level of cooperation developed between the two churches in a little less than a
hundred years. Chase, like her mother before her, elected to take the classical course.
Chase tells us that “in the nineties . . . and the earliest years of the nineteen hundreds . . .
the classics still held their honoured sway” in New England (Chase, Heritage 261).

Writing in 1939, she goes on to describe her high school career:

All the hundred boys and girls in the Academy of my time
studied mathematics for three years. No possible exception
was ever made. The few who did not study Latin, and they
were very few, were denied the privilege only on the tacit
ground of mental incapability. The great majority of us
entered upon our Latin in the first year and many of us
upon our Greek the next as a matter of course . . . In well-
ordered New England families . . . children were rarely
enticed by their parents toward the performance of
anything. They did what they were told or supposed to do,
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and the only enticement apparent lay in the attitude and
behavior of those who had them in charge . . . The very fact
that Latin and Greek were hard was to the well-brought-up
children of my generation an added spur, enticement if you
will. . Forty years ago there was a more basic respect for
work of all kinds than there is at present, and that respect in
the minds of decent people was immeasurably deepened
and strengthened if work presented unusual difficulties
(Chase, Fellowship 24-25).

That Chase enjoyed her high school years is everywhere evident in her later writings.
The Academy is mentioned in each of her autobiographical works, and it has—like Blue
Hill—its counterpart in her fiction about Maine as well. Latin and Greek remained
among Chase’s life-long interests, and the discipline she acquired in her early study of
them, she later applied to her study of German and her ultimate mastery of Hebrew. Hard
work, whether mental or physical, was a part of her everyday New England existence.
She had been taught to do all chores and discharge all duties to the best of her abilities,
and schoolwork—like cleaning out the barn, tidying the parlor, rocking a fractious child,
or trimming the kerosene lamps—had its own compensation and satisfaction. As her
grandmother, Eliza (Wescott) Chase was fond of telling her, “Time never hung heavy on
my hands. I never had to ask my mother what I might do. 1loved hard work, for I could
show how smart [ was” (Chase, Heritage 30). Mary Ellen Chase’s intelligence, like her
mother’s and her paternal grandmother’s before, found its share of extraordinary outlets
in the most ordinary of places.

Blue Hill-George Stevens Academy, ordinary as it was by New England standards
of the time, allowed Mary Ellen Chase opportunity to pursue her extraordinary interest in

writing. It was during her three high school years that Chase first began writing short
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stories, essays, and the occasional poem. She wrote for and then edited The Spectator, a
school paper designated for the first-year English class, and she later worked on The
Mountain Echo, the school’s combined newspaper, literary magazine, and yearbook.
Elienne Squire, writing of Chase’s early literary aspirations, says that

During her high school . . . years [Mary Ellen] began

writing poetry and short fiction; the sestet, “To Spring,”

was printed in 1903 in The Mountain Echo, a periodical

issued by Academy upperclassmen. In December of that

year Chase wrote “A Maine Thanksgiving” for the same

journal; it described the anticipation and excitement of the

holiday and the traditional fare served in her household. In

1904 she was appointed Associate Editor of The Mountain

Echo; her third piece, “Among the Maine Hills,” appeared

that spring (Squire, 39-40).
Sometime in the late winter or early spring of 1903, Chase also submitted “Aunt Maria’s
Best Room,” a short story about an elderly great-aunt presumably living in Sanford,
Maine; this story immediately precedes “To Spring,” appearing on the two pages just
before the poem. “Aunt Maria’s Best Room” and “To Spring,” in all likelihood, are the
very first Chase pieces printed in The Mountain Echo soon after its inception in January
1903. The Volume and Issue references to this particular edition of the magazine are
clearly marked as Volume I, Issue 3. In this story, a very young grandniece visits with
her aged great-aunt. The story, no doubt modeled on a Chase visit to Maria Elizabeth
(Chase) Butman who lived at one time in the Sanford area and was married to a man
named John, revolves around family heirlooms found in a “shut up” bedroom which has
an “air of a New England parlor, open only on special occasions” (Chase, “Aunt Maria”

5). As Aunt Maria explains the significance of each item of importance within the room,

a handmade quilt, a large hand-embroidered sampler, a great-great-grandmother’s
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bedstand, the unnamed grandniece realizes that “there are too few old-fashioned people
in this twentieth century” (Chase, “Aunt Maria” 4). This short story, in all likelihood, is
the very first Chase piece printed that deals exclusively with her family and its New
England heritage.

Mary Ellen Chase, although forever fond of the Academy and her time there, did
not, it seems, graduate from that institution. She makes no reference to her graduation in
any of her autobiographical writings, and her name and graduation date, though given
after each of her submissions to The Mountain Echo as “Minnie Chase, ’05,” cannot be
found or determined from the school’s otherwise complete records. Chase was born in
1887 and would have turned eighteen in February 1905; she entered the Academy in
1901, and if the course of study she elected lasted four years, as we know it did, she
would have graduated in June 1905. But, Mary Ellen, by her own word, entered the
University of Maine in the fall of 1904 with her older sister, Mildred: “Accordingly in
September of 1904, after three nerve-racking days of writing entrance examinations at the
University, my sister and I were admitted, and watched, not without pleasure and
excitement, our gratified parents depart for home” (Chase, Heritage 273). Reading
between the lines, we may assume that the Judge, perhaps using his political savvy and
his own Orono connections, took Mary Ellen out of high school in June 1904 and
arranged for her early entrance to the University of Maine the following fall. Whatever
the case may be, Wallace William Hinckley, Mildred’s grandson and Mary Ellen’s great-
nephew, has stated that he and noted Maine historian, Esther Wood, Chase’s friend and a

fellow Blue Hill native, can find no mention in the records of Blue Hill-George Stevens
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Academy of a Minnie Ella Chase, Class of 1903, 1904, or 1905, ever graduating (W W.
Hinckley).

Chase’s estimation of the University of Maine was by no means as glowing as the
one she later bestowed upon Blue Hill-George Stevens Academy. Perry Westbrook
writes that “on her instruction at the University of Maine, which she classes as
undistinguished at that time, [Chase] is almost silent” (39). She and her sister, it is
clearly evident, were not ecstatic about matriculating at the University of Maine. Mildred
preferred Wellesley as the Chases had relatives living in the Boston area, and Mary Ellen
wished to attend Brown University, where a favorite teacher, Florence Rafter, had earned
her degree shortly before coming to the Academy. Mary Ellen’s overall opinion was that
the University of Maine, founded in 1865 as an agricultural school, was little better than a
“cow college” at the time of her admittance in 1904 (W. W. Hinckley). Once again,
Judge Chase, feeling that the family should support the State of Maine and only Maine
institutions, insisted that his daughters earn their degrees from the University of Maine.
Mary Ellen also writes that her father became convinced that “two might be sent to
college within the state for the cost of one outside her borders and that the family
treasury, never overly large, would be taxed to its utmost with seven to be educated”
(Chase, Heritage 272-273). The two sisters, “reared upon the principle as well as the
necessity of co-operation, relinquished [their] desires and prepared to enter the University
of Maine” (Chase, Heritage 273).

Disappointed though they no doubt were, Mary Ellen and Mildred entered into the
life at the University with a great deal of relish. For each, it was their first time away

from home, and the freedom that engendered must have seemed indeed sweet. They
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were no longer subjected to the Judge’s mental drills and exercises on a daily basis, and
they were, for perhaps the first time within their memories, without a long list of
household chores to be performed both before and after school. The sisters joined Alpha
Omicron Pi, a newly formed sorority, attended dances and parties, and made lasting
friendships with other young men and women, who, like themselves, were “local [Maine]
products . . . from rural areas” (Squire 42).

Chase and her sister, we are told, were “among the first women entering the
University,” and their father was duly impressed that they “should be taught with men,
who in numbers at least would far eclipse [them]” (Chase, Heritage 273). He felt that in
order for his two oldest daughters to be properly prepared and readied for life in the
larger world, they should take their dramatic part in the intellectual “competition of the
sexes” (Chase, Heritage 273). Mildred sought a BS degree concentrating on Latin and
Mathematics; Mary Ellen, out of respect for her father’s preferences, majored in History
and Greek, hoping to earn her BA degree.

Mary Ellen’s academic advisor during her years at Maine was an Indiana native
and a history scholar, Caroline Colvin, “the only tenured female professor on the faculty”
(Squire 51). Of her Chase writes,

fortunate was I in my history professor, who was then the
only woman of a ranking position on the faculty. She had
been trained for her doctorate under no less an historian
than Professor Edward Cheyney of the University of
Pennsylvania, and her teaching was admirable in the
extreme. Under her thorough and careful demands I
learned to read more searchingly than I had ever read
before, until the pain of my bewildered mind began to give
way before the relief afforded by steady mental exercise,

thoughtfully, if sternly, administered (Chase, Heritage
281).
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Chase and Colvin became life-long friends, the latter visiting the Chase family in Blue
Hill several times during Mary Ellen’s four years at the University of Maine. Chase
found Colvin’s “brilliant intellect” and her “consuming interest in her students” a
refreshing and “rare combination” at a college both small and unknown (Squire, 51).
Caroline Colvin encouraged Chase to write while a student at Maine, and she also
encouraged her to seek her fortune, and an advanced degree, in the West after she earned
her BA in 1909.

Caroline Colvin’s educational example may have influenced Chase’s choice of a
career in academia, but her father, the ever practical, ever-critical Judge Chase of Blue
Hill, was the one to ensure it. Teaching was one of the few vocational paths open to
women at the turn of twentieth century, and Chase intended to become a teacher only
after she earned her college degree. Her father, however, had other ideas. Judge Chase
believed that teaching in a one-room district school was more conducive to the training of
a teacher than anything else, including college training, could provide. He believed that
teachers were born not made, and he felt compelled to measure his daughters’ aptitude
and inclination toward their chosen profession before investing too much money or too
much time in their education. Mary Ellen tells us:

All my father’s ideas were fixed and sturdy. One of them
was that each of his daughters should teach a country
school either before going to college or as an interruption
between the second and third year there. He contended,
with truth as I afterwards realized, that teaching not only
was the best discipline for retention and enlargement of
one’s own meagre knowledge, but that it engendered
maturity through the responsibility which it placed squarely
upon one’s own shoulders. If you had anything in you at

all, said my father, three terms in a country school would
bring it out. If you had nothing, then the entrance to
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college or the continuation therein was obviously a waste

both of time and of money. Unlike my older sister, who

taught her school before she entered college, I taught mine

in the spring of my sophomore year and in the year

following (Chase, Fellowship 33).
In the spring of 1906, Mary Ellen Chase, citing her father’s disapproval over a
“disgraceful record in college mathematics” and “a somewhat chimerical love affair,”
found herself a teacher in the tiny, unruly school of Buck’s Harbor, Maine—a remote and
isolated fishing village some twelve miles from the Chase home in Blue Hill (Chase,
Fellowship 34). Her father’s only help and advice as he dropped her in front of the
Buck’s Harbor Schoolhouse came in the form of “a razor strop” and “a murmured
command not to be slow in using it when necessary.” Chase describes this “unwieldy
package” as a “veritable godsend” (Chase, Heritage 288). For “without its moral as well
as physical support,” she would have “given up teaching for good and all one half hour
after [she] had begun it” (Chase, Fellowship 36).

With forty-nine students ranging in age from four to eighteen, Chase found a
situation similar to that of her own teachers in Blue Hill. The building was old and in an
extremely poor condition with few, if any, educational extras or frills. Unlike the two
teachers in the Blue Hill Village School, however, Chase was responsible for teaching all
eight grades by herself. She recalls her first morning there as one “dedicated both to the
theory and practice of the survival of the fittest” (Chase, Fellowship 36). To further
complicate an already daunting task, the “oldest and most ominous” of the group were
teen-age boys not much younger than she (Chase, Heritage 289). She amusingly writes

of that first day and the discipline she so quickly established:
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Dictates both of the Scriptures and of enlightened

educational principles enjoin a rule of love rather than one

of force. Nevertheless, district schools are not recorded in

the New Testament; and it is at least questionable whether

the most mild and pacific of educators ever attempted to

govern one of the worst variety. A rule of love that April

morning in the year 1906 would have failed me utterly.

Desperate situations entail desperate remedies. Long

before my father and his horse were halfway home, I found

myself threatened with my own exit by way of the window;

and I turned to my razor strop with a furious gratitude

(Chase, Heritage 289).
Exactly how furious her gratitude actually was, we, unfortunately, do not know. Chase
gives no detail as to how she used her father’s gift. But, reading between the lines, we
may assume that she threatened her charges, and therefore, averted a full-scale rebellion
from them. What is known, though, is that Mary Ellen Chase managed to teach this
school for a term of eleven weeks for which she was paid ten dollars a week. She writes,
“I am sure I taught them very little; it was I who was educated in Buck’s Harbor” (Chase,
Fellowship 44). But, Chase so impressed the Buck’s Harbor authorities that her
reputation as a district teacher was at once solidified. She was next offered a teaching
position in West Brooksville, a slightly larger village closer to her own home, for the
following fall, winter, and spring terms. She accepted this post and later writes happily
that “no razor strop was needed” (Chase, Fellowship 46).

With her enforced tenure as a country schoolteacher completed, Mary Ellen Chase

resumed her studies at the University of Maine in the autumn of 1907. The college once
again provided her the leisure she needed to study, read, and write. She had two prose

pieces printed in Maine’s The Blue Book soon after her return to Orono; these two short

contemplative essays were entitled respectively “Fancies” and “Footsteps.” “Fancies”
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deals with Chase’s “love of nature and abounds with colorful description of an
unforgettable sunset;” in “Footsteps,” Chase “identifies each person” who passes along
the sidewalk beneath her window “by the measure of his tread” (Squire 40). In these two
stories, Elienne Squire declares that the budding artist “displays keen powers of
observation, a distinctive style, and a prevailing optimism” (40).

At this same time, Chase was offered, and accepted with gratitude, a teaching
fellowship in the English Department, working with “students enrolled in a two years’
agricultural course” (Chase, Fellowship 61). Of her first college students and her first

college teaching experience, she writes,

These boys came from the farming districts of Maine and
after two years returned to them to farm their acres and
raise their stock more scientifically than they would
otherwise have known how to do. Most of them were high
school products, although some of them had had only a
“common School” education. Many of them were older
than I, and all of them were patient and pleasant under my
attempts to teach a subject of which they knew little and
which seemed to them comparatively useless. I enjoyed
my farmers and their themes on the best manures for
certain soils, on the breeding of stock, and the future of
Maine as a dairy state. They were one and all most decent
young men, and they made up for what they lacked in
externals in a stout ambition to get their money’s worth.
Even although they secretly saw little relation between
English grammar, the unity, coherence, and emphasis,
which were then my stock and trade, and their lives on their
Maine acres, they endured my ruthless enthusiasms with
great good nature. At least they added not inconsiderably
to my frail teaching experience and ensured me a better
hope of a position once I had graduated from college
(Chase, Fellowship 61-62).

Mary Ellen Chase graduated from the University of Maine on June 9, 1909; she

was just twenty-two years old. Wanting employment and wanting to set out on her own,
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Chase, encouraged and advised by her friend, Caroline Colvin, contacted a Mr. B. F.
Clark of Chicago, a manager of a teacher placement agency. Her parents, fearful for her
safety and the distance involved in such a move, tried to discourage her plans,
encouraging her instead to take a teaching position much closer to home. Mary Ellen was
inflexible and unmoved. Caroline Colvin, with the help of Judge Charles Dunn of
Orono, also a close Chase family friend and a native of the Midwest, interceded on Mary
Ellen’s behalﬁ and her parents reluctantly agreed to let her set forth. Mabel Chase’s only
request as her daughter prepared to leave the family and Maine behind was that she not
go “beyond the Mississippi” (Chase, Fellowship 63). Her mother, Chase writes, was “the
average rural New Englander [of the early 1900s, who considered] the West . . . a
somewhat mythical region, populated by people most of whom had not had the good
sense to stay at home” (Chase, Fellowship 63). Mary Ellen left Blue Hill for Chicago in
late August, and within two weeks of her initial meeting with Clark, she landed a
teaching job at a private boarding school known as the Hillside Home School in Spring
Green, Wisconsin. It was because of this removal, and perhaps the loneliness it
engendered, that Mary Ellen Chase began to write to a purpose, to earn money for future
study and travel. As she began teaching, she began sharing stories with her students
about her life on the Maine coast; her students, many of them having never seen the
ocean, became so interested in Maine coastal life that Chase eventually realized the
wealth of literary materials she possessed. Squire writes that “Chase recounted her
favorite stories of Maine seafaring days [to] the children [who] were so enthusiastic that
she decided to write a book, a collection of New England sketches” (58). Mary Ellen

Chase—fulfilling the prophecy of the lately deceased Sarah Orne Jewett—began her
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literary career writing stories and books—all about Maine, her family, and the positive
roles that each had played in the creation of the great New England tradition, eventually
earning for herself the reputation “as first among New England literary ladies of her

generation” (“Obituary™).
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THE FAMILIAL GENEALOGIES
In 1936, shortly after the publication of her novel Silas Crockett, Mary Ellen

Chase was accused by several critics of creating a novel with two major flaws: “first of
all, idealizing a past which was long dead; secondly . . . regretting the death of that past™
(Chase, “Noble History”). Chase, who was never overly concerned with the critics and
their sometimes-negative appraisals of her work, at once took exception with these
unfounded assertions. Silas Crockett, intended as a fictional family saga, traced four
generations in a seafaring family living on the coast of Maine. The novel drew heavily
on Chase’s own family background, and she felt at once compelled to set the record
straight. She eloquently states in an article composed for the August 30, 1936, issue of
the Portland Sunday Telegram that

Silas Crockett was written about a real Maine past for

Maine people at home and elsewhere. And when I say in

my dedication that these people still retain within

themselves the graciousness and the dignity of their

heritage, I mean that very thing. We do retain it, and I

cannot believe that we shall lose it. Our State [and our

region were] made by pioneer stock who wrested a hard

living from the soil and from the sea. They knew hard

work, privations, and dangers—things which in themselves

brought out the best within them, a best which cannot die

so long as it is kept in admiration and in honor by this

generation and by those to come. For such a past and in the

hope of such a future every Maine man, woman and child

should be forever grateful (Chase, “Noble History™).
The critical affront leveled at Silas Crockett stirred within Chase feelings of loyalty and
devotion not only to Maine and to New England but also towards her familial

connections to those places as well. On both sides of her family, she was descended from

“pioneer stock who wrested a hard living from the soil and from the sea.” As she says in
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her own artistic defense, “[People] cannot lose sight of what has made them, but must
forever remember it, and be grateful for it” (Chase, “Noble History”). Mary Ellen Chase
expressed her own gratitude for her “splendid heritage” through her writings (Chase,
“Noble History”). To best understand her literature, we must first know something about

the people from whom she was descended.

Chase / Wescott

Mary Ellen Chase, on her father’s side of the family, was descended from wealthy
seafarers and poor, upland farmers. Her grandfather, Captain Melatiah Kimball Chase,
was born in Blue Hill, Maine, on March 1, 1823; he died in that town on December 27,
1884 (W. P. Hinckley). He married in the Blue Hill Congregational Church, July 16,
1849, Eliza Ann Wescott, a farmer’s daughter, who, in her early life, served as the town’s
midwife and seamstress (W. P. Hinckley). Eliza Wescott was born in North Blue Hill on
April 3, 1827; she died in Bethel, Maine, at the home of daughter, Mary Dyer (Chase)
Herrick, on February 18, 1914, just one day after the death of her beloved son, Judge
Edward Everett Chase (W. P. Hinckley). Melatiah and Eliza Chase went to sea soon after
their marriage, and for ten years, lived as much in foreign ports as they did in Blue Hill.
Melatiah died some two and a half years before Mary Ellen Chase was born, but from her
grandmother, she “heard stories [about her grandfather and his life at sea] that took place
among her most germinal memories” (Westbrook 18).

Thanks to the meticulous work of genealogist and historian George Walter
Chamberlain, Melatiah Chase’s lineage can be traced back to the earliest days of colonial

Massachusetts. The Chase family originated in England with William Chase, a Puritan,
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who immigrated to New England with John Winthrop’s Great Fleet in 1630. William
Chase and his wife, Mary, the parents of three children, settled first in Roxbury,
Massachusetts; the family then relocated in Yarmouth on Cape Cod in 1638. From the

early records of the Roxbury Church, we learn that

William Chase . . . came with the first company, 1630; he
brought one child his son william. A child of ill qualitys, &
a sore affliction to his parents: [William Chase, Sr.,] was
much afflicted by the long & tedious affliction of his wife;
after his wives recovery she bare him a daughter, wch they
named mary borne aboute the midle of the 3™ month
[May], 1637. He did after yt remove (intending) to Situate,
but after went with a company who maide a new plantation
at yarmouth.

Mary Chase, the wife of William Chase. She had a

paralitik humor wch fell into her back bone, so yt she could

not stir her body, but as she was lifted, and filled her with

great torture, & caused her back bone to goe out of joynt, &

bunch out from the beginning to the end of wch infirmity

she lay 4 years & a half, & a great pt of the time a sad

spectakle of misery: But it pleasd God to raise her againe,

& she bore children after it (46).
William Chase, a carpenter by trade, was apparently known for his independent and
somewhat irreverent disposition: “At the General Court held at Plymouth, 6 June 1654,
the ‘Grand Enquest’ presented ‘William Chase, Senr. of Yarmouth for driving one
paire of oxen in the yoke upon the Lords day, in time of exercise, about five miles’”
(46). His son, William Chase Jr., the “child of ill qualitys,” was born in England in
1627 and died on or about June 2, 1685; by one of his two wives, whose names are
unknown to us, he fathered eight children. William Jr’s third son, John Chase, born in
Yarmouth April 6, 1649, married Elizabeth Baker, by whom he had six sons. Isaac

Chase, the youngest in that particular family, also born at Yarmouth, died there May 22,
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1759. Isaac Chase was twice married, first to Mary Berry, by whom he had nine
children, and secondly to Charity (Pease) O’Kelly, by whom he had six more children.
Isaac Chase’s last son by Elizabeth Baker, Judah Chase, was born at Yarmouth on
October 14, 1726. Judah Chase sailed from Yarmouth and became an early settler of
Brunswick, Maine. There he married Margaret Woodside on April 8, 1752; she died at
Brunswick March 24, 1798. Judah Chase died at that place on June 11, 1804. This
couple’s seventh child, Judah Chase, Jr., born November 16, 1765, in Brunswick, moved
to Surry, Maine, where he married Lucy Bartlett of Mount Desert Island on February 9,
1796. They raised a family of twelve children. Their oldest child, James Chase, born
March 2, 1797, married Mary “Polly” Kimball of Blue Hill on January 15, 1820. Mary
Kimball was born October 12, 1799, at Blue Hill; she died in that town in 1887. Her
husband died in Blue Hill on August 24, 1881.

James and Mary “Polly” (Kimball) Chase were the parents of Melatiah Chase and
his eleven siblings. James, like his father, grandfather, and great-grandfather before him,
was a seaman of the highest caliber, engaging first in the coastwise trade in America and
then extending his trade routes to ports overseas. This was the life into which Melatiah
Kimball Chase was born and reared. Summing up her ancestors’ contributions to New
England maritime life, Chase writes,

While they sailed, they gave to their children and
grandchildren the example as well as the knowledge of
endurance and of courage, of resiliency after disaster, of
satisfaction of playing a game with Fortune, provided one
were well fortified by nature and by training for such a
gamble. When they left the sea to enjoy their waning years
in peace and relative prosperity, they brought to their

homes and to their communities a perspective and a power
of evaluation which has left it mark on succeeding
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generations. The maritime life of America, particularly of

New England which knew it best, gave its chief

contribution to the country in the character of men whom it

made. Its methods were ruthless, but its prophecies were

sure. In these latter days one looks vainly for a worthy

substitute (Chase, Heritage 27-28).
Melatiah, following his family’s example at the young age of fifteen, went to sea,
shipping, as the old expression goes, “before the mast™; by the time he had reached his
twenty-fourth birthday, he was made first-mate of an ill-fated Blue Hill vessel named the
Sarah E. Snow, carrying corn and other provisions to feed the Irish peasants suffering
from the Potato Famine. The ship, caught in a sudden storm off the Irish coast on January
24, 1847, foundered and sank taking all hands, except Melatiah, with it. He watched
helplessly as his younger brother, James Augusta Chase, the ship’s second mate, was
washed off the deck to his death. After staying some weeks in the destitute home of the
Irish people who rescued him just before his capsized ship was flung onto the rocks by
high wind and seas, Melatiah made his way back to Blue Hill in time for his own funeral.
At that memorial service held in honor of the Sarah E. Snow’s lost crew, Melatiah saw
Eliza Ann singing in the choir. He was made master of his own ship just two years later,
and he and Eliza were married in the church where they first met soon thereafter.

Eliza Ann (Wescott) Chase, the daughter of John Wescott and Eliza (Lowell)
Wescott, as already stated, was born in North Blue Hill, a small farming community
located about five miles from Blue Hill proper. What we know of her paternal lineage
comes from a distant Wescott cousin, the noted Maine genealogist, Elizabeth C. Wescott.

Eliza (Wescott) Chase’s great-grandfather, William Wescott, Sr., settled at

“Magabaggaduce,” now known as Castine, as early as 1761 (Wescott, Maine Families
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3:297). He and his wife, Elizabeth Perkins, were natives of York, Maine. William
Wescott was “a shipbuilder and master” and “kept a store on his wharf” at Castine
(Wescott, Maine Families 3: 297). He served in the “Revolution and was once a prisoner
of the British and served on the ship, Tartar" (Wescott, Maine Families 3: 297). His
fourth child, William Wescott, Jr., was born in Castine on October 28, 1762; he married
Margaret Haney, born at Penobscot on December 29, 1772, on April 7, 1785. They raised
a family of thirteen children on a small farm in South Penobscot. Their tenth child, John,
born May 20, 1805, was the father of Eliza Ann (Wescott) Chase. John’s wife, Eliza
Lowell, was the daughter of Josiah Lowell and his wife, Abigail (Bray) Lowell, who was
born in Castine about 1800 and died in Bangor in 1869. The Lowell family in America
originated with a Percival Lowell, yet another Puritan immigrant. He, born about 1571 in
North Somerset, England, and later a merchant in Bristol, England, came to New England
in 1639 with his wife, Rebecca, and a son, John. The Lowells originally settled in
Newburyport, Massachusetts, before they and their descendants fanned out across the
Northeast. Mary Ellen Chase’s Lowell relatives were reportedly connected to the
American poet, James Russell Lowell (R. M. Chase). Of Eliza (Wescott) Chase and her
ancestry, her granddaughter writes that

in her own mind at least she was fortified at the start by a

more distinguished ancestry than had been allotted to others

of my progenitors. Wescotts had fought with William the

Conqueror and thereby received titles and lands. They had

some centuries later married with the Lyttletons and

therefrom had added to their prestige. Her mother, too, in

my grandmother’s eager imagination had contributed not a

little by being a Lowell of Cambridge; and although rumor

had it that her branch of the family had not been held in the
high regard attributed to those remaining in Massachusetts,
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she herself was never known to admit that probability!

(Chase, Heritage 28-29).
It was through her grandmother and her aunt, Mary Dyer (Chase) Herrick, that Mary
Ellen gained a working knowledge of her paternal ancestry. The stories Eliza told were
stored away in her memory awaiting the time that she might put them down on paper. In
her childhood, she was also privy to her aunt’s literary example.

Mary Dyer (Chase) Herrick, writing for The Bethel News, recorded much of the
material that Mary Ellen Chase would later incorporate and elaborate upon within her
own works. Mary Herrick was the undisputed family genealogist and historian of her
generation. Born in 1857, she witnessed, at a far closer proximity than did her niece, the
changes in Blue Hill when the days of sail came to an end. She could remember when
her father and mother left the sea; she could also remember when the first tourists began
descending upon Blue Hill, buying up old homes, headlands and points. Mary Herrick
also witnessed the summer people greedily gobbling up the precious antiques owned by
those people who “followed the sea,” changing completely the households they
descended upon even as they filled the purses of the natives and consequently bolstered
the local economy. As we will see in Mary Ellen’s “novels about Maine,” Mary Herrick,

her mother, and the people they knew served as the impetus of Mary Ellen’s own writing.

Hinckley-Wood / Lord
On her mother’s side of the family, Mary Ellen Chase was descended from
teachers, preachers, carpenters, and farmers. While she did not often interact with her

maternal grandfather, John Newton Lord, and his second wife, Margaret (Fosset) Hibbard
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Lord, the young Mary Ellen learned much about her mother’s genealogy from her mother
and her mother’s many relatives living in and around Blue Hill. Mabel, the only child of
an absent father and a dead mother, created her own closely-knit, extended family from
the various aunts, uncles, and cousins nearby, a trait that she later passed along to her
own children.

Mabel Chase, as I have mentioned earlier, was raised, after the death of her
mother, Edith Wood (Hinckley) Lord, by her father’s parents, Heard and Serena
(Osgood) Lord. But, Mabel, like many other residents of Blue Hill, was forever proud
that she could trace her heritage (in her case, through her late mother) to the earliest days
of Blue Hill’é history. Edith Wood (Hinckley) Lord was born in Blue Hill on January 2,
1837; she died in that town of consumption on March 5, 1875. She married John Newton
Lord in Blue Hill on March 21, 1858. She was the daughter of Obed and Lousia
(Cushing) Hinckley. Her father was the son of Nehemiah and Edith (Wood) Hinckley.
Nehemiah was the son of Ebenezer Hinckley and his wife, Susannah (Brown) Hinckley,
who came from Andover, Massachusetts, in 1766. Nehemiah’s wife, Edith (Wood)
Hinckley, was the daughter of Joseph and Ruth (Haskell) Wood, the first settlers of Blue
Hill. Edith Hinckley also had the distinction of being “the first white child . . . born on
the shores of Blue Hill Bay” (Chase, Heritage 17). Mary Ellen Chase, in tribute to these
maternal forbears, writes

Joseph Wood, that squatter on land not his own, was my
great-great-great-grandfather. The distinction, cannot be
termed rare since many another through his numerous
children and grand-children can claim a like honour. Asin
every isolated pioneer settlement, so in his. His sons and

his daughters married the daughters and sons of his
neighbors, until after five generations the process of
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untangling the same thread, woven and interwoven through
various families, is a major operation.

That my great-great grandmother, Edith Wood, was the
first white child to be born on the shores of Blue Hill Bay is
likewise an honour which I must share with scores, yea,
with hundreds of her descendants. Large families in the
eighteenth century New England were the rule, the word
being interpreted rather in the nature of an unwritten law
than merely of a custom. One not only contributed to the
future needs of a new settlement by such production within
the home, but served the Lord as well. Ten, twelve, even
fifteen children excited only admiration; and parents with
but a paltry five or six to their credit were called into
question on the grounds not only of hardihood and
normality but of duty. Nevertheless, widespread as is the
honour, it is yet cherished; and the name Edith has been
handed down in many families, my mother and my sister
alike still bearing it with pride (Chase, Heritage 18).

When Chase writes of the difficulty in “untangling the same thread woven and
interwoven through various families,” she indeed knows what she is saying. A mere
perusal of Rufus Candage’s Historical Sketches of Blue Hill, the first book dealing
exclusively with the history and genealogy of Blue Hill and the surrounding area, bears
witness to Chase’s assertion. To Joseph and Ruth Wood there were born some fifteen
children, who, indeed, married the sons and daughters of the other nearby settlers. In this
second generation, families rarely if ever produced less than ten children who, in their
own turn, married other people very near at hand. By the time of Mary Ellen Chase’s
birth in 1887, the Woods through their marriages to the Hinckleys, Clossons, Carters,
Holts, Osgoods, and a dozen other early families, in all probability numbered in the
several hundreds.

The Lord family was by no means as fruitful in terms of numbers as the Woods

and Hinckleys. What this family lacked in sheer figures, it made up for in achievements
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and creative energy. Mary Ellen Chase’s Lord lineage began in this country with Nathan
Lord, Sr.. He and his family came to New England sometime in the early seventeenth
century, settling north of Boston, probably in the vicinity of Salem. Little is known of
Mary Ellen’s branch of the family until in the fifth generation, Captain Isaac Lord, born
and baptized in South Berwick, Maine, in 1750, married Abigail Milliken of Scarboro. In
1773, soon after their marriage, Isaac and Abigail removed to the Union River, now
Ellsworth, where they bought five acres from Abigail’s father, Benjamin Milliken. An
aged Abraham Lord, probably Isaac’s father, witnessed the signing of this deed dated at
Union River on September 25, 1773. Abigail was reportedly the first white female to
arrive in the new settlement. To this couple there were born eight sons before they
removed to the nearby settlement of Surry. Their second son, Benjamin Lord, born in
1778, married Mary Means. They lived for several years in Surry; Benjamin, later hired
as a ship carpenter by Captain George Stevens, relocated his family to Blue Hill. He,
with the help of his employer and others, was instrumental in the founding of the Blue
Hill Baptist Church in 1806. In his later life, Benjamin was ordained a Baptist minister
and conducted missionary work among the isolated coastal settlements of eastern
Washington County, Maine. He died on September 19, 1841, and was buried in the Lord
family plot in Surry Village. Heard Lord, born in Surry in 1806, the second child of
Benjamin and Mary, came with his parents to Blue Hill as a small child. He was a house
joiner by trade and also worked as a cobbler and as an itinerant schoolteacher. He
married in Blue Hill, Serena Osgood, daughter of Daniel Osgood and Sarah (Smith)

Osgood, on July 14, 1833. Heard Lord served as clerk of the Blue Hill Baptist Church
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for thirty-three years. Of her great-great grandfather and her great-grandfather, Mary

Ellen Chase states that

Perhaps the best record of this stern doer of the Word,
[Benjamin Lord] . . . is read in his son . . . Heard Lord, born
in 1806 and destined to become at once the corner-stone
and the pillar of the Baptist Church, organized that very
year in Blue Hill. Whether his quaint name was given him
in hope and in prophecy, no one can say; surely he not only
heard the Lord but hearkened unto Him. My mother,
whom he took into his home upon the early death of her
mother and the subsequent removal of her father to
Massachusetts, has seen to it that his life and character have
not passed into oblivion.

He himself was of no small education. Largely self-taught
and an omnivororus reader, he was known not only in his
community but elsewhere as a man of parts. While still in
his twenties, he became a schoolmaster and spent the
greater part of his long life in teaching the village schools
along the coast of eastern Maine . . . To add further to his
support and to that of his family, from whom he was
necessarily absent for long periods, he taught singing-
schools in the evenings, instructing his students “how to
render those noble hymns of Mr. Isaac Watts and upon
occasion a few lighter, harmless melodies much to their
taste.” He was also, as occasion offered and necessity
demanded, both a carpenter and a shoemaker, always
carrying with him his chest of tools and a supply of leather.
To the year of his death in 1887 he fashioned his own shoes
and those of his immediate family.

The too few letters which have been preserved testify to his
interests and anxieties. He is concerned over the
uncertainty of his son, my grandfather, “as regards his
conversion,” but is relieved by his apparent industry; he
writes of a ten-mile walk mostly at night “to relieve the
passing and to strengthen the faith of a former student
dying of brain fever”; he is distressed over the rise in prices
at the time of the Civil War but far more distressed over the
dishonesty of a country shop-keeper, whom he must needs
fear “to be a backslider from his profession” (Chase,
Heritage 21).
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Heard and his wife were the parents of two sons: John Newton Lord, Mary Ellen Chase’s
unrepentant grandfather, and Thomas Newton Lord, a Baptist missionary, preacher, and
college professor who took the Baptist gospel, and his grandfather Lord’s unremitting
example, to Alhambra, California. Heard Lord’s older brother, Thomas M. Lord, also a
carpenter, was well known throughout eastern Maine as a designer and a builder of ships,
homes, and churches. He was born in Surry on February 16, 1805, and died in Blue Hill
on September 16, 1898. He married Matilda Carleton, granddaughter of Moses and Mary
(Webster) Carleton, early settlers of Blue Hill, on October 24, 1833. They were the
parents of three children: Roscoe Granville, Ellen Matilda, and Sarah Cole. Roscoe
Granville married Caroline McFarland, and Sarah Cole married James Henry Morse. Of
the three Thomas Lord offspring, Roscoe Granville, Sarah Cole, and their spouses later
became the featured subjects of Mary Ellen Chase’s autobiographical writings.

John Newton Lord through his second marriage to Margaret (Fosset) Hibbard
provided his only daughter, Mabel, with a stepbrother and stepsister, George Hibbard and
Elizabeth “Lizzie” Hibbard. Although the three were never raised together in the same
household, Mabel Chase developed an affectionate relationship with each. Whatever
became of the stepbrother, George Hibbard, is at this time a complete and utter mystery.
Family legend suggests that he may have migrated to the West. More, however, is
known of his sister. Lizzie Hibbard married William Henery Darling, the son of Anson
and Eliza (Long) Darling, grandson of Samuel and Hannah (Osgood) Daﬂing, and great-
grandson of the early settlers, Jonathan and Hannah (Holt) Darling. Lizzie (Hibbard)

Darling, or “Aunt Do,” as she was called, and her husband, William Henry Darling, or

56



“Uncle Hen,” were favorites of the Chase children, and they also figure prominently in
Mary Ellen Chase’s literature about family and family connections.

Mary Ellen Chase believed, as indicated by her choice of Psalm 16:6 as an
epigram to A Goodly Heritage, that “the [genealogical] lines” had “fallen to [her] in
pleasant places.” The goodly New England heritage into which she was born enabled her
“not to draw a moral but to paint a picture” of a past which never could die so long as she
remembered it and tried realistically to recreate it (Chase, Heritage 7). To remember this
past, of course, Chase had to remember all those people, her ancestors, who had part in
shaping it and her. As we will see as we look at and analyze her autobiographies and her
Maine novels, this is exactly what Chase set out to do. Her genealogy, her goodly
heritage, rightfully demanded that she, “instead of regretting [that] the past was gone . . .
regard it as a fine thing to move on from” (Chase, “Noble History”). This she did—
saying all the while that “a noble history . . . cherishes [the] past, transmutes [this past]
with all its gifts into the present, [and] reminds her children of their heritage” (Chase,

“Noble History™).
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THE LITERARY WORKS

Early on her literary career, Mary Ellen Chase wrote two popular novels aimed at
a young female audience. The Girl from the Big Horn Country, published in 1916, and
its sequel, Virginia of Elk Creek Valley, published in 1917, explore the similarities and
differences of New Englanders and their Western contemporaries. The plot of each
novel, thematically reminiscent of Owen Wister’s The Virginian, is simple and basic
enough in its construction. In The Girl from the Big Horn Country, Virginia Hunter, the
main character of both books, leaves her home in Wyoming to enroll in a New England
boarding school in her late mother’s native Vermont. She experiences her share of
difficulties in her new environment but manages to make lasting friendships with several
girls who attend school with her. In the sequel, these New England friends are invited at
the end of the school year to spend a two-month vacation at Virginia’s ranch in the Elk
Creek Valley of Wyoming. Each of the two groups offers its perceptions of the other.
The New Englanders at times think the West too modern and progressive in its outlook;
the Westerners find New England too old-fashioned and stodgy.

Chase, a New Englander transplanted first to the Midwest and later to the Far
West, takes an interesting look in these two novels at “environment and tradition” in
relation to people hailing from two vastly different regions of the country (Chase,
“Noble History”). For her work in these novels, she was criticized, interestingly enough,
for portraying fellow New Englanders in “a rather artificial stuffiness which belongs
more to the stereotyped conception of those [people] outside of New England than to one
born and bred within it” (Dodge 8). This accusation is based, in large part, upon Chase’s

employment of genealogy as a notable theme. Her New England characters consider a
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good genealogy a necessity of life; her Western characters, while they admire noble
heritage, consider genealogy only a help. In a conversation between Priscilla Winthrop, a
Vermont schoolgirl, and Donald Keith, a Wyoming ranch hand, Chase’s genealogical

theme finds its full expression:

“Courage is my heritage,” translated Priscilla proudly.
“It’s our family coat-of-arms, and that’s the motto. We’ve
had it for years and years, ever since the War of the Roses.
A Winthrop was shield-bearer for Edward, Duke of York,
and Grandfather used to say we could be traced back to the
Norman Conquest.”

“I see,” said Donald politely, but with something very like
amusement in his blue eyes. “You New England folks are
strong on crests and mottoes and that sort of thing, aren’t
you?”

“No more than we should be,” announced Priscilla a little
haughtily, “We are the oldest families for the most part,
and I think we ought to remember all those things about our
ancestors. It’s—it’s very—stimulating. The West is so
excited over progress and developing the country and all
that,” she finished a little disdainfully, “that it doesn’t care
about family traditions or—or anything like that.”

“QOh, I don’t know,” returned Donald. “It isn’t so bad as
that. We think a fine family history is a splendid thing. 1
venture I’'m as proud of my Scotch forefathers as you are of
the Duke of York’s shield-bearer, though we haven’t any
coat-of-arms, and never did have any, I guess. Only back
there you think it’s a necessity to have a good ancestry, and
out here we just consider it a help . . . It isn’t what you
come from, it’s what you are, and what you can do”

(Chase, Virginia 252-253).

Here Donald Keith expresses Chase’s own Humanistic view of genealogy and heritage.
She asserts her “faith not only in the durability of a tradition but also in the Emersonian

law of compensation . . . that spirit [truly] transcends matter; out of defeat comes victory;
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out of ugliness, beauty; out of discouragement, courage” (Westbrook, 27). Out of the
dim but noble Past, in Chase’s own estimation, comes a meaningful Present and a hopeful
Future. And, although she, like Priscilla Winthrop, was justly proud of her New England
heritage and felt she should remember her ancestors, she did not think that heritage alone
could define one’s place in the world. Being the descendant of New England pioneers
did not keep her in Maine; being raised within her ancestors’ Puritan tradition did not
stop her from questioning beliefs she found both odious and disturbing. For Chase, the
past, the sum-total of one’s heritage, was the all-important point of beginning or
departure—the something or somewhere to move on from. She believed, as Donald
Keith says, that people may be proud of their heritage, but in the end, their own initiative
and their own deeds will define who and what they eventually become. Heritage, if it is
worth anything at all, will provide an “imperishable value” that when “handed on to the
minds of . . . children, in ideas and ideals,” will inspire them to lead lives worthy of their
noble past “even though in the course of time {and through the exertions of succeeding
generations the original imperishable value] may assume another form” (Chase, ‘Noble
History™).

Chase’s heritage assumed many other forms through her literary exertions. As
she grew and matured as an artist, she was able to look upon her own past and see clearly
the intangible assets it had given her: a positive “respect for hard work, personal integrity,
loyalty to friends and family and ideals, humility, and self-reliance” (Westbrook, 27).
These assets, both personal and artistic, are outlined in the author’s three
autobiographical works—A Goodly Heritage, A Goodly Fellowship, and The White

Gate—and in her first two Maine novels—AMary Peters and Silas Crockett.
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The Autobiographies

Mary Ellen Chase’s three autobiographies cover a period spanning fifty years,
beginning with her birth in 1887 and ending with her teaching career at Smith College in
1939. A4 Goodly Heritage, published in 1932, tells of the author’s ancestral background
and her early life in Blue Hill, Maine. 4 Goodly Fellowship, published in 1939, is
considered by many to be a sequel to 4 Goodly Heritage, chronicling Chase’s life as a
student, teacher, and college professor. Many of the materials contained in this second
autobiography are reworkings of and elaborations upon the earlier materials outlining her
early education in Blue Hill and her choice of a teaching career as found within A Goodly
Heritage. The White Gate: Adventures in the Imagination of a Child, published in 1954,
covers Chase’s life from the age of nine to the age of thirteen, “those glimpses of reality
and perceptions of wisdom, which in the long succession of dimly remembered days are
in the life of a child like the flashing of fireflies in the darkness” (Chase, White Gate 10).
Chase’s sister, Mildred Hinckley, called this particular collection of autobiographical
essays “the truest of [the author’s] books™ (Dodge 357). For the purpose of this study, 4
Goodly Fellowship and The White Gate, will be used to further explain or delineate
information already provided by the author in 4 Goodly Heritage.

When A Goodly Heritage first appeared in 1932, Mary Ellen Chase, by that time
an up and coming academic star at Smith College in Northampton, Massachusetts, was
forty-five years old. At the middle of her life, she wished to take time to reflect upon her
upbringing and heritage, as Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle, had recorded
those aspects of her life and the life of her husband some three hundred and fifty years

before. Chase, like Cavendish, was concerned that she was perhaps presumptuous in
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thinking that readers would be at all interested in the life of a woman who had not even
reached her fiftieth birthday. Nevertheless, setting her reluctance and New England
reserve aside, Mary Ellen Chase followed Cavendish’s lead, saying in her “Prologue” to
A Goodly Heritage, “lt is safe to say that not a little of the independence of ‘Mad Madge
of Newcastle’ solaces the spirits and guides the hands of us who would write of our own
humours and fortunes” (3). By choosing “Mad Madge” as her directing spirit and muse,
Chase, drawing a striking parallel between Cavendish’s time and her own, sets the overall

tone of her book:

Like Margaret Cavendish, therefore, who, continuing her
madness, published at the age of forty-three her life of the
“thrice Noble, High, and Puissant” Duke, her husband, and
doubtless as “ridiculous,” as Pepys and others of that
century found her, in any thought that these records of a
past age may be of interest and worth except to myself and
those immediately connected with me, I begin at the same
age to write of Maine seacoast life and influences as I knew
them in the twenty-five or thirty years preceding the Great
War. I write like her, largely for my own sake, partly in
gratitude to the gods who set me in pleasant places and
gave me such a goodly heritage, and partly in the hope that
these accurate sketches of New England people and places,
religion, industry, and education may prove of interest to
readers of like tradition and experience.

For we live, indeed, in a New World. By the invention and
perfection of manifold engines, which have revolutionized
transportation alike on land and on sea, by the
mechanization and consequent spread of industry, by the
inevitable internationalism of outlook which has followed
in the wake of the Great War, the face of American life has
become as completely divorced from the period of which I
write as were the late years of the fifteenth century
divorced from the former by the invention of printing. The
parallelism is, perhaps, not a poor one. For as suddenly as
the early presses converted an old world into a new, so
suddenly has the widespread use of motors of every sort
abandoned a relatively stable past for a hurrying present.
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The young of this new age, having no perspective and

believing in the only time they know, are unconscious of

any revolution (6).
Chase saw within the automation and mechanization of the twentieth century a revolution
as drastic and dramatic as that of the first printing press: “For the purpose of [4 Goodly
Heritage] is not to relate the events of a [particular] life, but to paint a picture of a time
now nearly obscured in the maelstrom of mechanical invention, industrial growth, and a
fast moving war affected generation” (Hillman 3). This modern “maelstrom” quickly
changed how twentieth-century people felt about themselves, their future, and their
localities of origin. “The relatively stable past” gave way to “the hurrying present” in
such a short time that most of Chase’s own generation found themselves in a “New
World,” both foreign and surreal, before they realized what had happened. But, in this
new world “the multitude of middle-aged . . . formed by the thirty years before the War”
had to “yet live, think, and work . . . contributing . . . the sum-total of [their] assets [to] a
new era” (7). Chase, wanting to see how the past she knew could inform the national
culture, began writing A Goodly Heritage in hopes that “an honest presentation of the
ideas and ideals under which so many millions . . . were reared” might “serve to entertain
those to whom that past [was] still memorable, [and might] serve to amuse and to surprise
those who [would] never know it” (6-8). And while she believed the printing press
brought fifteenth and sixteenth-century people together through the easy dissemination of
knowledge, Chase feared that the revolution to which she and her generation were privy
was spawning widespread alienation, estrangement, laziness, and apathy within American

society.
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Mary Ellen Chase struck a positive chord in 4 Goodly Heritage, which ensured
the book’s popularity and longevity. Critics and scholars around the country hailed the
book as an unqualified success. Evelyn Dodge states that Chase’s “positive attitude is at
one and the same time the prevailing spirit of the book and also a part of the heritage
which she finds goodly” (163). Her “accurate sketches of New England people and
places, religion, industry, and education” were admired as a study in American social
history (5): “A4 Goodly Heritage retains a surprising air of authenticity, and, to my mind,
could be better judged a history” (Hall 106). Robert P. T. Coffin, a fellow Maine native,
gives Chase the greatest credit and praise when he writes:

In these days when Yahooism is too often mistaken for

good health in literature, and well people are often

represented as a little lower than the beasts, a book like 4

Goodly Heritage is a timely reminder that we are really, as

we believed as recently as two decades ago, only a little

lower than the angels. Here is life, simple as a Maine

house and as subtle and complete as a Greek temple . . .

One puts down this book with the reassurance that order is
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