














$25,000. While this was not as grandiose as a Fast Atlantic
Service, it was sufficient for Saint John civic and business
leaders to pat themselves on the back. The Board of
Trade’s annual report left little doubt about the Canadian
winter port’s decidedly political origins.?

Yet the struggle was not over, because Ottawa’s subsidies
were only granted on a yearly basis. To make their port
more competitive, the New Brunswickers strove to
improve relations with the local longshoremen’s unions.
They lobbied in Ottawa for the much more costly Fast
Atlantic Service; they echoed the cpr’s perennial demand
for more freight routed through Saint John; and they
badgered the minister of public works about dredging the
harbor. They entered negotiations for a dry dock to be
financed by a consortium of imperial, federal, provincial,
and city governments. On these occasions Saint John
leaders touted a card that Portlanders could not play.
Shortly after the cpr Short Line had been completed, the
city had borrowed money to build wharves, to erect a
one-million bushel grain elevator, and to finance
dredging. After the Beaver Line contract had been signed,
the city practically doubled its whart and warehouse
facilities at the cpr terminal. By 1904 Saint John taxpayers
had spent three-quarters of a million dollars on port
improvement, and city fathers could reasonably claim to
have made an extraordinary financial effort to create a
modern port facility.?® Local leaders used this card to
prevent Ottawa from canceling annual subsidies to
steamship lines. For example, when the government’s
commitment wavered in 1900, Prime Minister Sir Wilfrid
Laurier was told that Saint John residents were “amazed
and incredulous” that Ottawa would cancel the subsidies
after the city had made enormous financial sacrifices on a
port “which they consider vital to their future welfare.”
Exports had risen from $3 million in 1895 to $11 million
by 1900, they observed, and any weakening of support by
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Laurier would “stir up angry and regrettable agitation.”
By then Ottawa was underwriting winter steamship service
between Saint John and Liverpool, Glasgow, Dublin,
Beltast, and London.?!

Throughout this crucial period of port development,
the Canadian Pacific Railway, the Saint John City Council,
and the Board of Trade worked together to improve the
port and promote its business. They circulated pamphlets
throughout Canada and Britain touting Saint John's new
waterfront facilities. They persuaded Ottawa to
underwrite regular steamship service between Saint John
and the West Indies. They lobbied to become the eastern
terminus of yet another Canadian transcontinental
rallway. These etforts seemed to be rewarded in 1906
when the Canadian Pacific Railway finally won the
long-discussed contract to provide fast steamship service
between Canadian and British ports. Two sleek new
twenty-knot ships, the Empress of Britain and the Empress of
Ireland, regularly docked at Saint John during the winter
months atter that year. So glamorous were they that even
some Americans came to Canada just to sail to Europe on
the Empresses.*?

In the same year a royal commission appointed to study
Canada’s future transportation needs visited Saint John
and blessed the local undertakings. The commissioners
noted the extent to which local otficials had built up Saint
John’s port facilities and called upon Ottawa to take over
the waterfront, build additional wharves, and commence
further dredging and breakwater construction. Although
the recommendation to nationalize the port was not
carried out at this ume, the commaissioners made clear that
the city’s winter port activities deserved continued
government assistance.?® By then Saint John's winter
exports had climbed to $23 million as compared to
Portland’s $28 million in 1904. The harbor commanded
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New Brunswick’s attention to such an extent that nearby
mines began marketing their coal under the “Winter Port”
label. Clearly, Saint John had broken Portland’s monopoly
on Canada’s winter port business.?*

Saint John's challenge to Portland was parually
obscured by a tremendous increase in Canada’s foreign
trade at the turn of the century. From the mid-1890s to
the First World War, Canadians enjoyed an
unprecedented economic boom. “I've been coming to
Portland for over twenty years,” said one captain in the
British steamer service, “and I never saw the like” of
Portland’s waterfront business.*® Freight sheds seemed
ready to burst with merchandise, railway cars clogged
Grand Trunk sidings, and timekeepers rushed around the
GTR wharves night and day, trying to keep track of crews
of longshoremen. A record fifty-four steamers departed
from Portland in 1897, and a thousand railway cars filled
with grain could be counted in the freight yards at
dockside. Under the supervision of the GTr’s dynamic new
manager, Charles M. Hays, the railway and its Portland
wharves acquired a new lease on life. In 1896-97 a new
grain elevator capable of holding 1.25 million bushels of
prairie wheat dominated Portland’s watertront skyline and
was joined by a second elevator a few years later. The
Grand Trunk extended its wharves, laid new track, built
new stockyards at East Deering, and placed new rolling
stock in service. Sometimes three huge steamships docked
at the same time at the Grand Trunk wharves. Everyone
from harbor pilots to grocers, butchers, lumber dealers,
hotel proprietors, and longshoremen benefited from the
increased port business. Merchants concluded that
Portland would grow in size and importance “as a direct
result of this enterprise of the Grand Trunk,” and they
predicted year-round steamship service from Portland to
English ports within a few years. They gladly entertained
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Hays at a banquet and concluded that he was “the right
man in just the right place.”*"

[f good times might have obscured the need for
coordinated public and private planning and
development, bad times provoked worry and an occasional
reassessment. During the 1899/1900 winter season, six
steamship lines dispatched a record total of ninety-three
steamers from Portland to Liverpool, London, Glasgow,
Bristol, Antwerp, and Hamburg. These ships spent an
average of $1.5 million for labor and stores.?” The bulk of
goods leaving Portland consisted of apples, cheese, flour,
meats, canned goods, cattle, and sheep, while imports
consisted mostly of bleaching powder and china clay used
in the paper industry, and iron, sugar, salt, and coal. The
dollar value of the port’s exports rose from $28.6 million
in 1899 to $47.5 million in 1901, while imports climbed
from $5.8 million to $9.3 million during the same period.
At one point the British consul in Portland counted
twenty-nine ocean-going steamers in the harbor,
twenty-six of them carrying British registry. The figures in
the table below chronicle the growth of traffic and
tonnage. But they also suggest that port business could
take a sudden turn for the worse. In fact, grain exports
dropped over 50 percent during the winter of 1901/02.
While exports exceeded $31 million in 1906, they fell
during the business recession of 1907-1909. Imports stll
lagged behind exports.?® Was Portland beginning to feel
the competition from Saint John for Canada’s winter port
business? A few Portlanders thought so and concluded
that the city ought to take charge of its waterfront. The
Board of Trade Journal warned that “powerful influences”
were working to divert Portland’s trade “to other ports
showing greater local interest.”?® The board appointed a
special committee to formulate a plan for the harbor in
order to get Congress’s attention. But most city leaders
remained content to let the Grand Trunk Railway make all
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the effort and shoulder all the expenses; no plan was
forthcoming and no city wharves or warehouses were
built.?® Portlanders had shown more interest in the 1850s
in accommodating the Great Eastern than in servicing the
ships that regularly called at the turn of the century.

PORTLAND’S WINTER PORT BUSINESS
1897/98-1901/02

Date No. Steamers Net Tonnage
1897/98 85 222,016
1898/99 838 227,641
1899/00 93 238,467
1900/01 103 286,168
1901/02 57 168,828

SOURCE: BT] 15 (February 1903): 305.

When Portland businessmen and civic leaders did seek
public assistance, they knocked on the doors of Congress
rather than at City Hall. Since the 1830s the Army Corps
of Engineers had been overseeing the construction of
breakwaters and dredging ot the harbor and Back Bay. In
1896 Congress agreed to expand this effort considerably
by authorizing excavation of the harbor to a depth of
thirty feet at low uide. By 1902 nearly 4 million cubic yards
had been removed by the contractors, enabling the largest
steamships to use Portland Harbor and smaller vessels to
dock at Back Bay.?! The Maine congressional delegation
also obtained several navigational aids for harbor
approaches. Working through the National Rivers and
Harbors Congress, a lobbying agency, Board of Trade
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otficials persuaded the government to station a ship
nearby to destroy derelict vessels, but failed to obtain a dry
dock. In 1901 the board pressed for greater fortification
of the harbor, a strategy which they expected would lead
to the posting of many troops in the vicinity. Within two
years, over $§1 million had been spent by the War
Department to construct or improve Ft. Willilams at
Portland Head, Ft. McKinley on Great Diamond Island,
Ft. Levett on Cushing’s Island, and Ft. Preble on the Cape
Elizabeth shore. The thousand-odd artillerymen assigned
to these installations benefited the local economy; their
batteries of ten-inch and twelve-inch mortars provided
Portlanders with one of the most fortified harbors in the
nation. No one was quite sure from whom Portlanders
were being protected, but these new forts — along with a
new lightship, a new $200,000 revenue cutter, and a new
$40,000 immigration quarantine station — testified to the
political clout of Thomas B. Reed, Nelson Dingley and
other Mainers in Congress.?”> Yet these piecemeal gifts
tailed to compare with the coordinated program of port
expansion and development that had been launched by
private and public enterprise in Saint John. A few
Portland merchants, noting the absence of large, modern,
fireproot wharves in their harbor, concluded that such
improvements were unlikely to be made until the city took
over 1ts waterfront as other cities had done. But the
majority ot business and civic leaders turned elsewhere for
keys to Portland’s tuture.??

In the latter part of the nineteenth century, tourists
began to pay regular summer visits to Maine. Steamers
plying the waters between Boston, New York City, and
Portland began to deposit thousands of visitors in hotels
and cottages on the shores of Casco Bay and Cape
Elizabeth. In 1888 the Board of Trade Journal declared that
Maine was becoming known “as the playground of the
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nation.”* By the turn of the century this stream had
grown into a torrent of 200,000 visitors who spent
somewhere between $10 million and $50 million in this
state. Portland otficials began to look at their own city with
a tourist’s eye.” They criticized the “rubbish and weeds”
on the walks along some city promenades, or the
“unfinished appearance”™ of and “rowdy vandalism” in
Deering Oaks Park. With unconscious humor they
complained of a “long-felt need” for public urinals in
downtown Portland. They worried about the bad image
created by newspaper stories detailing crime in city
streets.?® The Board of Trade helped inaugurate an
annual Old Home Week to lure Maine natives back for a
visit, organized trollev tours of Portland, and persuaded
the school board to otfer a summer session for cottagers’
children. Portland merchants distributed a city shopping
guide to all resorts within a fifty-mile radius and urged
their fellow citizens to sustain Portland’s “good reputation
for warm hospitality” in order to counter the attractions at
Old Orchard Beach and Bar Harbor.37

The advent of tourist promotion in Maine coincided
with the phenomenal growth of advertising media
throughout the nation. As large businesses began
competing 1 national markets, they manutactured
brand-name goods that they sold directly to retailers
rather than to wholesale houses. Advertising agencies soon
sprang up to market these products and the technique
spread to the merchandizing of tourism and other
services.?® In 1903 the Board of Trade Journal published its
first full-page advertisement “selling” Portland to tourists,
Not surprisingly the blurb quoted extensively from
Longfellow’s essay on Portland:

‘.. .acity wherein the standard ol intellectuality, retimement, morality,
thrift, enterprise, and similar qualities, 1s exceptionally high”’

ToURISTs! By all means stop at Portland, Maine, the Cleanest and

Healthiest City in America .. ..%"
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In 1906 Portdand merchants created a new standing
committee on advertising at the Board of Trade, and
raised $3,000 that year to market the city’s virtues as a
tourist center. In subsequent years thousands of booklets
promoted the city’s hotel, dining, and recreational
tacilities, also assured timid strangers that Portland was an
“orderly city” and with “no objectionable element” — that
1s, no “lawless” immigrant class. Even the Board of Trade
Journal changed its image, becoming a glossy magazine
filled with large pictures and articles on such subjects as
“Sights in Portland and Where to See Them,”
“Maine — the Yachtsman’s Paradise,” “Hotel and Resort
Notes,” and “With the Automobilists.”™?

Whether because of advertising, the scenery, or the cool
breezes, nearly every year subsequent to 1900 brought a
larger number of tourists to Portland. Three-quarters
arrived by rail at the city’s Union Station, and during
August over a hundred Pullman cars were counted every
day. Direct train service from New York City was
inaugurated. Not surprisingly, the flood of tourists began
to make an indelible impression on the Forest City. New
hotels sprang up; new summer playhouses, motion picture
theatres, and bowling halls appeared. Even the annual
maneuvers at Ft. Williams were now billed as a tourist
attraction. A growing number of affluent visitors arrived
in new-fangled automobiles, and a few Portland hotels
began catering especially to them. Auto repair and
servicing centers opened. An estimated 6,000 auto
enthusiasts visited Portland in 1910, staying until October
betore heading to the nearby fall foliage in the interior.
The Board of Trade launched a campaign to get city and
state roads improved, focusing especially on the
Kittery-to-Portland “trunk line” which was in very poor
condition. Merchants also noted the absence of up-to-date
sign posts on Maine roads, a situation which undoubtedly
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gave birth to countless stories about Maine farmers
advising tourists how to get from “hea’” to “thea’” *!

The new emphasis on tourism could be seen on
Commercial Street as well as on Congress Street. Graceful
yachts, their sails billowing in the harbor breezes,
dominated the waterfront during the summer months.
Warships from both the British and American fleets paid
summer courtesy calls to Portland, tascinating both the
natives and the tourists alike. In response to these guests
the city in 1905 finally obtained ownership ot a small piece
of waterfront property to construct a landing for both
military and civilian sailors.*?

Why did tourism rather than the winter port trade
capture the imagination of Portland’s civic and business
leaders? Tourist dollars seemed to be more evenly
distributed throughout the business community. It was
well nigh impossible, merchants declared, “to name a
branch of trade that has not been directly or indirectly
benelited by our ever-increasing summer tourist
business,” which was believed to be worth a million dollars
a year to Portland. While this amount was only two-thirds
of the estimated annual winter port benefits, tourism was
thought to have a more positive effect on property
values.*> Moreover, it was easier for civic leaders to
quantity the beneficial effects of this wonderful new
“industry,” and, consequently, they were able to generate
more public support for it. Tourists beating a path to
Board of Trade rooms on Exchange Street were avidly
counted year after year. Portland’s trolleys transported
one million more passengers in 1910 than five years
betore, and Casco Bay steamers carried 300,000 more
people in 1910 than just a year earlier. Hotel managers
and retailers trequently reported “remarkable” increases
in business, “We reap a benefit from these visitors,” they
concluded, adding: “they gain in health and we in wealth.”
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Merchants also believed that tourist promotion eftorts
helped allay rural peoples’ suspicions of Portland city
slickers. Thus Portlanders enthusiastically endorsed
etforts to promote tourism while leaving the winter port
business in the care of Grand Trunk Railway othcials.**

Tourism also helped to lift the sights ot Portland
retailers beyond their city’s limits. As chambermaids and
waitresses from Kittery to Bar Harbor began to adopt the
styles of Maine’s more atfluent summer visitors, merchants
experienced a greater demand for tashionable and
expensive goods.?® Setting out to win business that had
formerly gone to Boston or even New York City, they
decided to promote Portland as a retail distribution center
for northern New England and adjacent areas of Canada.
In the spring of 1911 they chartered a special train to take
them to Aroostook County, where they hoped to make
new business acquaintances and, “incidentally,” exploit
Portland * as a live commercial city.”*® Boston might have
larger stores, they boasted, but not better ones than
Portland. They even journeyed beyond the state’s borders
to New Hampshire, Vermont, and Quebec City, and laid
plans for a national tour. In the spring ot 1915 the
merchants reorganized into a chamber of commerce and
broadened their journal to reflect the commercial interests
of the whole state. Each month a Maine city or town was
celebrated in prose and photographs. Thanks to these
efforts, Portland merchants expected their city to become
the crown jewel for the surrounding coronet of Maine
municipalities, “each having its own separate interests, but
finding Portland a common center.”™’

As part of the campaign to promote retail sales,
merchants drummed up the convention business. In 1902
nine different conventions were held in Portland, “leaving
large sums of money and aiding greatly in advertising our
city abroad.”** That year the wcTu’s national gathering
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brought 500 delegates, and in succeeding years such
groups as the commercial travelers, the Maine State
Pomological Society, the Maine Seed lmprovement
Association, and the Maine Dairymen’s Association also
convened in Portland. The largest were the Maine State
Grange, which usually attracted 3,000 visitors, and the
state teachers’ association. In 1912 over 4,000 educators
packed Portland’s brand-new city hall auditorium which
had been built specifically to lure these groups. When the
new hall proved too small for increasingly popular
automobile shows or music festivals, Portland merchants
launched a drive for an exposition building.**

In many ways, annual conventions, rural business trips,
and tourism shared an obvious common denominator;
they all produced the same wonderful jingle of cash
register bells. By luring rural Mainers and neighboring
New Englanders or Canadians to Portland during the
off-season, canny merchants found a way to extend their
tourist business beyond the dreaded Labor Day exodus.
From their viewpoint funds spent on new street lighting,
the new city hall and auditorium, and on the new
exposition building — rather than on new wharves and
warehouses — made Portland “a city of progressiveness
and refinement, and [were] destined to bring much money
and popularity to the Forest City.” Thus Portland was no
longer merely the winter port of Canada but had become
instead the “Metropolis of Maine,” “Queen City of the
East,” “Gateway to the summer playground of America,”

and the center of commercial enterprise in northern New
England.?®

In addition to these promotions, some Portland civic
and business leaders also wanted to make their city into a
manufacturing center. This was by no means a new idea,
and we have noted how John Poor and his friends
founded the Portland Company as part of their
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mid-nineteenth-century railway and port development
scheme. During the gloomy 1880s, many promoted
expanded manufacturing activity as an antidote to the
stagnant economy and exodus of Mainers. At that time the
Board of Trade demanded “fair play” — meaning lower
taxes — for manufacturers. “If the citizens of Portland
would put money into business as readily and as treely as
they do into amusements,” the Journal declared, “our city
would very soon realize a substantial boom.">!

The return of prosperity at the turn of the century
resulted in a considerable expansion of Portland’s
manufacturing base. While only a few large factories
competed In national markets, most other enterprises
served the needs of northern New England’s booming
pulp and paper, textile, and shoemaking towns. Even the
Portland Company stopped making locomotives after
1891 and began to turn out pulp digesters for the paper
industry and steam engines and elevators for lumber and
textile mills. During the winter it enjoyed a good business
repairing the engines ot British steamers. As a result of
these diversified activities, Portland displaced Lewiston as
Maine’s leading manufacturing center.®?

In 1909 the Board of Trade decided to step up its
promotion of manufacturing, perhaps because its small
businesses had proven “practically immune” to the
recession of 1907-1909. Merchants had also begun to fear
a disproportionate growth of Portland’s tourist-related
businesses, and concluded that expanded manutacturing
activity would provide a more suitable tax base. They
pointed to the absence of any special inducements for
businessmen and found city officials guilty of making
“practically no effort” to find new industries.>® “The other
day,” said one well-known Portland businessman, “I was
asked in Boston to tell what Portland does, and [ was
ashamed to find 1 knew so little.” Hence, a committee of
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the Board of Trade began to drum for factories as it had
been advertising for tourists. In 1910 it organized an
exposition to display the products of some sixty different
industries already in the city. The industrial show was so
successful that the board went on to raise funds for the
27,000-square-tfoot exposition building mentioned earlier,
which opened on the outskirts of the city in 1915. To be
sure, not all Portlanders joined in this effort. While some
looked on smoking chimneys as evidence of prosperity,
others merely regarded them as eyesores.>*

Over the decade from 1910 to 1920 advocates of
factories in Portland pointed to some modest gains. The
ladies’ ready-made clothing industry flourished, a cold
storage plant was built on Commercial Street, a modern
shoe factory opened on Milk Street, and Burnham &
Morrill erected a large new plant on the site of a former
shipyard in East Deering. Several paper box companies
sprang up to supply the retail trade. The city boasted of
350 tactories employing 6,000 hands who produced $10
million worth of goods. Yet Portland still remained
primarily a commercial rather than a manufacturing
center. Its hinterland was rather constricted, and its
relatively greater distance from the North American
mdustrial heartland increased freight costs for Portland
industries competing with those in New York City,
Pittsburgh, or Chicago. Low-cost housing for workers
remained scarce. The First World War provided some
additional stimulus, and in 1917 Portland’s new Chamber
of Commerce (whose charter gave it authority “to promote
husiness industries and civic ideals™) created the city’s first
planned industrial park on fifty acres ot land near the
B & M plant. Thus manufacturing joined tourism,
retailing, and convention business as the major elements in
Portland’s new development strategy. Clearly, the harbor
and winter port trade had lost favor, and the city’s
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waterfront was no longer deemed as vital to Portland’s
future as 1t had been during John Poor’s life.?®

Some people fretted over the consequences ot this
reordering of priorities. By the century’s second decade
the harbor was so badly crowded that ships were often
torced to anchor in the channel. Although the Grand
Trunk rebuilt its Galt Whart, dredging failed to keep pace
with the ever-larger steamships which sometimes could
not take on a full cargo. Frustrated Corps of Engineers
officials met with merchants “to ascertain [their] wishes
and ideas” regarding future port development, pointing
to the absence of adequate wharves and warehouses for
the new and bigger steamers. One merchant urged the
Board of Trade to throw its energies into building
“wharves to better accommodate large ships,” but the
group settled instead upon a petition to Washington for a
harbor survey.?® Later they schemed to put pressure on
the engineers by inviting a congressional committee to
inspect Portland’s waterfront. This strategy boomeranged:
the congressmen considered Portland’s private dock
tacilities “many decades behind the times” and were
amazed to find no publicly owned piers. They told
merchants that the city should build municipal docks “at
any cost” it they wanted their harbor to remain
competitive with other ports. They implied that
city-owned docks would provide the *“‘strongest argument”
for additional federal aid.?” A tew merchants agreed,
absolving the Corps of Engineers of blame for the port’s
inadequacies, and concluding that Portland had received
the help of the federal government “in a spirit...worse
than indifferent.” It had left its harbor unregulated,
unprotected, and undeveloped. They tound the city’s
“inditference to our greatest commercial interest” to be
intolerable.

We have done absolutely nothing. The city has given more attention to
our inspected ash-carts than it has to the harbor.
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In November of 1914, the Board of Trade appointed a
special committee to petition the city to prepare a public
dock area and called attention to the miles of undeveloped
shoreline along the Eastern Promenade and in South
Portland.?®

Instead the city moved to regulate its harbor, and for an
entirely different reason. Visiting tourists, irate over thefts
from their yachts and fuming at residents who regularly
dumped their ashes into the harbor, made their grievances
well known to local otficials. The city bought a powerboat
and assigned three men to guard the yachts day and night.
The patrols ended on Labor Day. “This harbor is
deserving ot bhetter treatment,” a few merchants
complained. Others agreed, but there were not enough
dissident voices o force civic action. No municipal docks
or warehouses were built on Portland’s commercial
waterfront. Many citizens seemed more interested in the
etforts ot Robert E. Peary, the arctic explorer, to persuade
the navy to build an air base on an island in Casco Bay.?®

In 1917 the United States Congress resolved the whole
issue. The Corps of Engineers had asked the federal
legislature for a “substantial sum” to dredge the channel
hve teet deeper (to thirty-five feet) and remove three
shoals. Just a few weeks after Woodrow Wilson asked
Congress to declare war against Germany, a Maine senator
attached this bill to an emergency war measure. It passed,
of course, but unlike previous bills it demanded some
assurance from local officials that “adequate berthing
space” would be provided for deep-draft steamships. In
other words, the Congress would no longer obligate the
Corps of Engineers to dig harbors deeper and deeper tor
naught. As a result, city elites appealed to the state
legislature for assistance and a commission was appointed
to investigate their request.®”
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In 1919 the commission filed a report endorsing the
need for publicly owned piers.®! But first the
commissioners chronicled the extent to which Portland’s
waterfront had deteriorated. Most of the forty-six
privately owned wharves were constructed on pilings. Few
ot these old docks were found to be adequate, “and the
buildings on many of them seem to be relics of by-gone
days.” Only the Grand Trunk maintained four modern
piers, and even these were “not the latest” in design.5?
Elsewhere most of the successful seaports were publicly
owned or controlled, the commissioners reported, “but
neither the State of Maine nor the City of Portland has
expended one cent to improve the port facilities of
Portland Harbor.” Meanwhile Portland’s rivals — Boston,
Montreal, and Saint John — had already spent millions on
harbor improvements. Smaller harbors like Portland
needed up-to-date facilities to offset the advantages of
larger ports.

[t business is once diverted to other ports with better facilities, [it] may
be lost to Portland tor all time.*?

Private enterprise should not be expected to make these
improvements, they argued, because the indirect return
would accrue to the city and state but not to a company.
These arguments persuaded both the legislature and the
voters of Maine to float a $2 million bond issue for the
construction of a dock adjacent to the Grand Trunk
wharves. In 1922 the new $1,665,000 Maine State Pier
opened for business. The city (which had purchased the
site tor the pier) and the state had taken the first tardy step
toward the modernization of Portland’s waterfront.
Would 1t be too late?

As the Maine commissioners had observed, Saint John
already had begun upgrading its port facilities.®* At the
request of local officials, the Canadian government in
1911 began to develop the harbor on the east side of the
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city. Parliament appropriated $500,000 to begin work on a
breakwater, dredging, wharves, and a dry dock, and later
the government awarded an $8.9 million contract to
complete i1it. Under terms of the agreement the
government took possession of the breakwater and
wharves while the private contractor retained control of
the dry dock. Work started in 1912, but two-and-one-half
years later about all that could be cited was a partially
completed breakwater and 2.8 million cubic yards of
dredging. The outbreak of the First World War cut off the
company from English money markets and all work
ceased in November of 1916. Nevertheless, toward the
end of the war another contract was granted to a different
concern to complete all the port facilities except the
wharves. The new installation, including the dry dock,
opened in 1923. When these facilities were added to those
already in place on the west side of Saint John, it comes as
no surprise to learn that Samt John's port activities
continued to flourish in the 1920s, while Portland’s went
into a gradual decline.®®

The rise of Saint John's watertfront and the fall of
Portland’s occurred partly from external influences which
Canadian officials could exploit if not fully control. Saint
John elites took advantage of a virulent English-Canadian
sentiment identifying the Canadian nation with
strengthened ties to Great Britain. Later, a growing
Canadian nationalism occasioned by the country’s wartime
achievements reinforced Saint John’s claim to be a
“National Port.” Furthermore, Saint John’s city fathers
adroitly used their political clout in Ottawa. A succession
of cabinet ministers from the city voiced Saint John's
ambitions at the highest levels of government and various
forms of assistance — ship subsidies, money for wharves,
dredging, grain elevators, conveyors, and breakwaters —
were steadily forthcoming. Finally, when the Canadian
government was forced to bail out the Grand Trunk
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Railway after the First World War, it became quite clear to
Ottawa officials (if not to Portland merchants) that
henceforth Saint John rather than Portland would serve
the bulk of Canada’s winter port needs.

But it is a mistake to assume that the demise of
Portland’s waterfront was therefore inevitable. In the
mid-nineteenth century, John A. Poor had combined
public with private capital to launch an ambitious
development plan based upon geography and the new
railway technology. Railways and steamships transformed
the harbor into a functioning if not always flourishing
winter port. Enthusiastic merchants and civic leaders built
the Great Eastern wharves and financed the Grand Trunk
Railway’s first grain elevator. At the turn of the century,
however, they began to promote other avenues to growth
and prosperity, and left waterfront activity in the hands of
the financially troubled ¢TrR. They considered tourism,
retailing, conventioneering, and manufacturing to be
more worthy of emphasis, while their counterparts in
Saint John launched a concerted effort to capture
Portland’s winter port trade. The Canadians poured an
impressive mix of public and private enterprise into
dredging, wharves, warehouses, grain elevators, and a dry
dock. Portland elites also won considerable public
assistance, but most of it was directed into dredging or
military fortifications rather than into modern berthing
facilities. Unlike most other port cities, Portland refused to
spend public funds on its waterfront. The consequences of
these contrasting patterns of local decision-making
became more fully apparent after the First World War
when Canada’s economic boom began to subside. By then
Saint John possessed a modern ocean terminal, while the
most up-to-date docks in Portland had already become
Canadian government property when the Grand Trunk
Railway ftell into insolvency. For all these reasons the
Maine State Pier opened too late to atfect the outcome.
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Both cities had relied upon a mixture of public and private
investment, it should be noted, but it was the nature and
timing of public aid rather than the total amounts that
spelled the difference in outcomes. Furthermore, public
and private capital in Saint John were coordinated and
integrated; in Portland they were ditfused and scattered.

What light this episode sheds on current discussions
about the city’s waterfront is left for the reader to decide.
George Santayana once said that those who fail to learn
the lessons of history are condemned to repeat them. He
failed to note that the so-called lessons are usually
ambiguous, and different historians often arrive at
conflicting interpretations of complex events. Nonetheless
we turn to the past for guidance because we have nowhere
else to turn. If it is true that Portlanders have
commissioned twenty-three different waterfront
development plans in the past fifteen years, as Portland
City Manager Tim Honey told a Bangor audience
recently, then perhaps it is time for them to look at the
history of their shoreline for a sense of direction.%® There 1s
no better place for city otficials to begin than at the library
of the Maine Historical Society, among the papers ot that
forgotten triend ot Portland’s harbor, John Alfred Poor.
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Putnam’s Sons, 1892).

*Maine State Agricultural Society, Memorwal of the Maine State
Agricultural Society for the Adoption of Measures for the Settlement and Sale of
the Public Lands of Mame ([Augusta, Me.): Stevens and Sayward, [1858],
p. 5. This memorial, appearing over the name of John A. Poor and
others, was printed as Maine, Legislature, House, Doc. No. 4, [1858],
and a copy of it can be tound in “Poor’s Miscellanies,” vol. 2.

Uhid. . PBT, Hustory, pp. 11-16.

SPoor, John A., Commercial, Rathway, and Ship Budding Statistics of the
City of Portland, and the State of Mame (Pordand, Me.: David Tucker,
1855), p. 35. For a copy see “Poor’s Miscellanies,” vol. 2.

S(Portland] Board of Trade Journal 2+ (August 1912): 182 (hereafter
cited as BTJ); Chamber of Commerce Journal of Marne 28 (May 1915): 41
(hereafter cited as CCJM). In 1915, the Board of Trade Jouwrnal changed
its name to the Chamber of Commerce Journal of Maine.

‘Greater Portland Council of Governments, Greater Portland Overall
Economic Development Program (Portand, Me.: n.p., 1976), pp. 22-23;
Portland. Maine, Planning Dept., City Edges: Walerfront Improvement
Program, Portland, Mame (Portland, Me.. n.p., 1975), p. 13: Henry F.
Merrill, “Historical Sketch of the Port ot Portland,” in Maine, Portland
Port Authority, The Port of Portland, State of Maine (Portland, Me.. n.p.,
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