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  Praise for Mystery on the Isles of Shoals

  “Most New Englanders think they know all about the brutal Smuttynose Island ax murders. I know I did. But once I began Robinson’s new book, I truly couldn’t put it down. The massive amount of new details he has uncovered are not only wonderfully horrific but are skillfully woven into a fascinating look at that time in our history. This is a superb piece of work.”

  —Judson D. Hale, Sr., editor-in-chief, Yankee Magazine

  “J. Dennis Robinson opens one of history’s most compelling cold cases and solves it with aplomb. This a gripping page-turner that will keep you up nights—so vibrant you can smell the brine and the blood and see the island shores. Lizzie Borden’s got nothing on Louis Wagner.”

  —Andrew Vietze, bestselling author of Boon Island

  “J. Dennis Robinson unravels history and mystery into one of the most entertaining and informative books I’ve read in years.”

  —Ernest Hebert, professor of English, Dartmouth College, and author of the acclaimed Darby Chronicles

  “Robinson’s book is thoroughly captivating. Why, Robinson asks, can we not let stories about murder end? This question cuts to the heart of genre. His meticulous study of the Smuttynose murders is an exceptional entry in the canon of American true crime literature.”

  —Elizabeth Hewitt, associate professor of American literature and popular culture at The Ohio State University

  “Robinson places the Smuttynose murders in a wide historical context, encompassing a time when small fishing villages gave way to summer resort hotels and when a national press reported and fed rampant rumors. In this telling, the author considers how fact informed rumor and gossip informed fact as the accused, local residents, the authorities, and the press created multiple narratives of this infamous crime.”

  —Elizabeth De Wolfe, professor of history, University of New England, and author of The Murder of Mary Bean and Other Stories

  “Robinson’s book has the scope and sweep of a great novel—except that every word is true.”

  —Rodman Philbrick, Newbery Honor–winning author

  “Many authors have written about the infamous Smuttynose murders, but none has delved as deep as J. Dennis Robinson. The reader is transported to the rough side of Portsmouth in 1873 and learns how police work and justice were carried out. An impressive work!”

  —Peter E. Randall, popular New England publisher, author, photographer, and filmmaker

  “Case closed! J. Dennis Robinson’s meticulously detailed account solves the famous Smuttynose murders once and for all. It is entertaining, fascinating, and horrifying, all at the same time.”

  —Emerson W. Baker, History Professor at Salem State University and author of The Devil of Great Island and A Storm of Witchcraft

  “Enjoyed every page! This book is a reader’s delight, combining the thrills of a murder mystery with the intrigue of a courtroom drama—all of it played out against a colorful backdrop of nineteenth-century New England fishing communities and island resort hotels.”

  —Carolyn Gage, award-winning Maine playwright

  “For decades there have been many questions about the murderous events that took place on the historic Isles of Shoals back in 1873—taking the lives of two innocent women—but J. Dennis Robinson expertly and skillfully peels away the legends and myths to get to what really happened. Highly recommended.”

  —Brendan DuBois, award-winning mystery author of Fatal Harbor

  “Spoiler Alert! ‘This book is not a whodunit. We know who did it.’ So says author J. Dennis Robinson, whose reexamination of the Smuttynose murders is a form of the finest forensic journalism. Much like Truman Capote, Vincent Bugliosi and Joe McGinniss, he elevates the true crime genre to the realm of literature.”

  —John Clayton, author of You Know You’re in New Hampshire When . . .

  “Eighteenth-century history with twenty-first century cultural sensibility . . . a riveting tale told by a truly gifted and graceful teller of tales. I loved it!”

  —Rebecca Rule, New Hampshire–based author

  “An outstanding book. I predict this will become the gold standard for works about the historic Isles of Shoals.”

  —Jane E. Vallier, author of Poet On Demand: The Life, Letters and Works of Celia Thaxter

  “It’s all here—stunning shoe-leather detective work, vivid depictions of character, a genuine feel for the historical Isles of Shoals landscape and period boats, and a compelling case that would make any prosecutor proud. Robinson looks evil in the eye and doesn’t flinch.”

  —W. Jeffrey Bolster, Bancroft Prize–winning author of The Mortal Sea: Fishing the Atlantic in the Age of Sail
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  NOTES ON SPELLING AND WORD CHOICE

  With so many varied spellings of locations, Norwegian names, and nineteenth century New England words, to avoid confusion, I usually selected one spelling and stayed with it throughout. I prefer, for example, the modern spelling of the word “ax” instead of “axe,” except where quoted by someone else. When it comes to names, Maren Hontvet, the surviving victim, was also called “Mary S” or “Marie” in some source material. The family name Hontvet is sometimes spelled “Hontvedt” and even misspelled “Huntress” in other texts. The spelling for the surnames “Christensen” and “Ingebretsen” are standardized here but appear in many forms. I went with “Ivan” Christensen, the husband of one of the murdered women, sometimes spelled “Evan” elsewhere. I chose “Jorges” Ingebretsen instead of “George” because it rings more Norwegian and distinguishes him from attorney George Yeaton and a host of other Georges who pop up in the story. Louis Wagner’s first name is occasionally spelled “Lewis” in newspaper accounts. These variations on names may present problems for those doing genealogical research, but spelling was flexible in those days and even the trial transcriptionist, who took notes phonetically, made his share of spelling errors on words and names with which he was unfamiliar.

  When it comes to place names, again, I simplified an array of terms to keep the general reader on track. I used the modern spelling for “Smuttynose” Island instead of “Smutty Nose” or the hyphenated version, except where quoted in an earlier work. “Hog Island” was renamed “Appledore Island” in 1848 and I use the version that is appropriate for the time being discussed. “Gosport” is the name of the New Hampshire town that existed on Star Island from the mid-1700s until soon after the building of the Oceanic Hotel when the town ceased to exist. These three islands are key to our story and are among the nine members of the Isles of Shoals (sometimes spelled “Isle of Shoals” in earlier accounts). You may find other texts that refer to the islands collectively as Gosport, or more accurately as “Gosport Harbor,” a term I use to describe the ocean harbor inside the breakwater linking Star, Cedar, and Smuttynose Islands today.

  The three key islands each had a major hotel at some point, the Appledore on Appledore Island, the Oceanic on Star Island, and the Mid-Ocean House (or Haley House) on Smuttynose. Only the newest hotel, the Oceanic, is still standing. The older of two surviving houses on Smuttynose Island today is the “Haley Cottage,” a term I use to distinguish it from the much larger Haley Hotel that once stood next door. The duplex where the crime took place also burned long ago. It is traditionally known as the “Hontvet House” or the “Red House,” while the newspapers sometimes dramatically called it the “Wagner House” or “Murder House” in later years.

  While they differ slightly in design, I use the term “dory” and “wherry” interchangeably, but readers may simply imagine any traditional wooden rowboat. A “schooner” here is a much larger vessel with sails.

  In its founding years, the city of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, where much of this story takes place, was called “Strawbery Banke.” That name was discarded in 1653. Three centuries later, in the 1960s, Strawbery Banke Museum opened on the site of the original English settlement, sometimes also called “Puddle Dock.” The ten-acre campus of historic houses, using the archaic spelling, is now one of the city’s most popular tourist sites. The riverfront museum is located on Marcy Street, formerly Water Street, which is a key scene in this story.

  And finally, any reference to the “Chronicle” here indicates the Portsmouth Chronicle, and the “Atlantic” is the Atlantic Monthly. For brevity, I often refer to the Portsmouth Times as the “Times,” while any citation from the New York Times is fully spelled out. Hopefully the context will make these minor details transparent throughout.


  INTRODUCTION

  In March of 1873, a powerful young fisherman stole a wooden dory and cast off to commit the perfect robbery. He rowed ten miles from Portsmouth Harbor in the dark of winter to a tiny isolated island off the coasts of New Hampshire and Maine. He slipped silently into the only occupied house on barren Smuttynose Island. The thief knew the door would be unlocked. He knew the three fishermen who lived in the duplex would be gone all night and that the two women remaining on the island would be sleeping unprotected. He knew, or thought he knew, where six hundred dollars lay hidden in a wooden trunk.

  But the robbery went horribly wrong. There was a third woman sleeping in the dark in the kitchen of the small apartment. She woke when the thief entered. She cried out, waking the other women. There was an ax leaning just outside the door—and the perfect robbery became a gruesome double homicide. One of the women, wearing only her nightclothes, escaped through a window onto the frigid rocky island. The killer searched for her in vain. Then, leaving two mangled bodies behind, he cast off into the dark sea, rowing desperately toward the mainland, racing the sunrise.

  Two decades before Lizzie Borden was acquitted of hacking her parents to death with a hatchet in Massachusetts, America met Louis Wagner, the “Isles of Shoals murderer.” Thousands tried to lynch him in the streets. Thousands more visited the handsome fisherman in his jail cell or read about him in the newspapers or bought his photograph for a quarter. Many were mesmerized by Wagner’s charming blue-eyed gaze, his religious conversion, his detailed alibi, and his protestations of innocence.

  In more than two years between his capture in Boston and his execution on the gallows in Maine, Louis Wagner became a darling of the Victorian media. His jailhouse antics, including a highly publicized prison break, were unprecedented. His lawyer’s quirky legal attempts to keep Wagner from the gallows only added to his reputation. The newspapers called him “inexplicable” and “one of the most remarkable criminals the country has yet produced.” On the day of his death, a reporter for the New York Times predicted that Wagner’s case “may hereafter be quoted by students in psychology endeavoring to unravel the mystery of human crime.”

  So this book is not a whodunit. We know who did it, or at least, I know. Others disagree, sometimes wildly. I have been listening to conspiracy theories and tales of Wagner’s innocence for decades. Almost a century and a half after the two innocent victims were buried, people along the Maine and New Hampshire coasts still get riled up over the details of the infamous “Smuttynose Murders.” Teachers examine the trial transcript in their classrooms. Tourists hear the story on ferry boats that circle the Isles of Shoals, which comprises nine islands. The murders have been fictionalized in a bestselling novel, acted out in local theaters, choreographed into a ballet, examined on television documentaries, and released as a Hollywood movie. Everybody has an opinion, but few know the facts.

  I first heard the story in a ballad by Maine poet and folksinger John Perrault, who was also a practicing criminal attorney. In “The Ballad of Louis Wagner,” the poet confronts the ghostly figure of the murderer wandering the foggy waterfront of Portsmouth, New Hampshire. Perrault imagined Wagner, an impoverished and handsome Prussian immigrant, as a character straight out of the pages of Russian literature. Like the ax murderer Raskolnikov in the classic novel Crime and Punishment, Wagner seemed to operate within his own moral code. Wagner, however, remained unrepentant to the end.

  John Perrault heard the story from Rosamond Thaxter, who summered in the two surviving houses on Smuttynose Island. Rosamond’s grandmother, Celia Laighton Thaxter, lived on Smuttynose as a child in the 1840s. Celia’s father, Thomas Laighton, built the large and successful Appledore Hotel at the Shoals, luring the wealthy, adventurous, and artistic folks of Boston and other cities to the romantic island resort. Celia’s family rented the Red House on Smuttynose Island to a doomed Norwegian fishing family and employed Karen, one of the victims, as a hotel maid. Celia heard the gory details of the murders on the morning following the attack directly from the mouth of Maren Hontvet, the only survivor. An accomplished author in her own right, Celia Thaxter later reported her version of the bloody story in the prestigious Atlantic Monthly. Her often-anthologized 1875 article, “A Memorable Murder,” has been hailed as one of the best essays in American literature and went a long way toward keeping the island tragedy in the public eye.

  The horrific death of Karen and Anethe Christensen continues to be recycled in New England publications. Along the coast, according to one newspaper, it remains “the most remarkable of all stories in criminal history.” But it was Harvard-educated librarian Edmund Pearson who reopened the case to a wider audience with his 1926 book Murder at Smutty Nose and Other Murders. Considered a father of “true crime” writing, Pearson crafted a detailed study and convinced many readers of Wagner’s guilt. But his book also stirred the pot for a new generation of armchair detectives. Isles of Shoals historian Lyman Ruttledge left tantalizing room for doubt in his privately published booklet in 1958 titled “Moonlight Murder at Smuttynose,” still in circulation today. A 1980 article in Yankee Magazine detailing Wagner’s crime was followed in a later issue by a “shocking response” from a reader. Picking up on a century-old legend, the Yankee reader claimed that Maren Hontvet, the surviving victim, killed her sister and sister-in-law in a jealous rage. Novelist Anita Shreve took that theory and ran with it. Shreve, who says she was “haunted” by the infamous Shoals murders, fictionalized the historical events in her 1997 bestseller The Weight of Water. Drawing heavily on the actual transcripts of the 1873 Wagner trial, Shreve invented a deathbed confession letter from Maren, spawning yet another generation of conspiracy theorists. The Weight of Water was adapted into a film of the same name by Academy Award–winning director Kathryn Bigelow.

  Every summer, I spend a week on Smuttynose Island. As a volunteer steward of the privately-owned island, I keep an eye on the tourists who sail, row, or motor into the tiny cove. I clear the walking trail to the back of the primitive island, now occupied almost exclusively by seagulls, muskrats, Norway rats, and green snakes. The rocks are streaked with white guano and rodent scat. The nettles, thistles, and poison ivy thrive among wildflowers, abandoned stone walls, and craggy sycamores.

  There is no easy access to the island, never has been. The stone pier used by fishermen has long been abandoned. There is no dock and the cove drains completely with every tide leaving any boat high and dry. Visitors must clamber up over a large slippery boulder to reach the sloping lawn where the two houses stand. There are no permanent residents of the island today. There is no road, no electrical power, no plumbing, no public restroom, no snack bar or souvenir stand, not even a tree in sight. The island’s fresh water cistern, ringed with large stones where the murderer washed up in the winter of 1873, went brackish decades ago. We stewards row across the harbor each day for fresh water and mow the lawn where the victims’ lifeless bodies once lay.

  Stewards spend a week living in the rustic 1770-era Haley Cottage that tourists often mistake for the site of the murder. I patiently explain to them that the Hontvet “murder house” burned long ago. I point out the loose rock foundation partially hidden in the tall grass where the building once stood. I carefully tick down the facts of the crime and the trial based on my many years of research. But all too often a visitor knows better. No one could row a wooden dory ten miles to the Shoals and back in a single winter’s night, the visitor explains. It is just not possible. Besides, our guest has it on good authority that Louis Wagner was framed. His defense attorney was inept. The police conspired against him. An innocent man was hanged while the real killer escaped capture. The visitor learned the truth, I’m told, from a novel or saw it in a movie or read about it online. Sometimes I argue back. Sometimes I bite my lip until I can taste the blood.

  The goal of this book is to set the record straight. Like Celia Thaxter, Anita Shreve, Edmund Pearson, and countless others, I have been haunted by this tale. It is time, once and for all, to ease the disquieted spirits of the victims, to restore the reputation of the surviving woman, and to send the killer back to hell. But to do so, I’m afraid, we must come to know Louis Wagner. Wagner not only robbed these women of their lives and property, but he also stole all the headlines. It is Wagner, complex as he may be, who is the most documented and best remembered character in this tale. And it is Wagner’s own twisted words and actions that form the noose from which, should I succeed, he will be hanged again before your very eyes.

  As an historian, I know full well that truth comes at a cost. By breaking open the Wagner case once more, this book will inevitably engender another wave of skeptics and naysayers ready to ignore the obvious and dispute the minutia. Wagner’s picture will be more widely distributed, while the women who were killed, of whom no photographs are known to exist, will remain obscure. He will make his way onto more websites and show up on more Internet searches. An army of exploitative “ghost hunters” will comb the murder site with bogus electrical equipment to record imaginary hauntings. But as a history writer, if I just sit by, I become an accessory to murder. I cannot allow the fictions, rumors, and false theories to roam free when I possess the firepower to take them down.

  On the surface Mystery on the Isles of Shoals is a shocking true crime story, gothic horror tale, and courtroom drama. But, for me, the real mystery of the Wagner case is why we so often tell the story wrong. Why can’t we handle the truth? Why won’t we let the story end? Why don’t we trust that the police, the prosecuting attorneys, and dozens of witnesses got it right? And why, against all evidence and based solely on the killer’s seductive words, do we continue to search for a reasonable doubt that will upend the jury’s verdict?

  There is much more worth uncovering here. The Isles of Shoals have many deep secrets to unpack. “New England was settled,” according to popular historian Brian Fagan, “not by Pilgrims escaping persecution . . . but by roistering cod fishermen.” Those earliest of European fishermen, our forgotten founders, staged their profitable operations right here, drying and salting their valuable cod on the same flat rocks of Smuttynose Island where Wagner felled his victims.

  Karen and Anethe, like Wagner himself, were members of a dying breed. They belonged to a centuries-old tradition of fishing families who clung to the barren islands like barnacles. One or two seasonal lobster fishermen still work from the Isles of Shoals. But in the very year of the murders, the entire fishing village on nearby Star Island disappeared. In debt and unable to survive on dwindling fishing stocks, the last of the Shoalers sold their homes and moved permanently to the mainland. At the very hour when Maren Hontvet, bloodied and half frozen, was screaming for help, carpenters at Star Island nearby were tearing down the fishermen’s huts and replacing them with a huge, gleaming, modern hotel. And even as Louis Wagner was standing trial for his crimes in the summer of 1873, a horde of Victorian tourists were swarming toward these little rocky islands. They came to escape the stench of their polluted industrial cities and to breathe in the fresh salt air. But they also smelled blood. The tourists arrived by the hundreds, by the thousands, dressed in their fine city fashions. Then they rowed, clumsily, or were ferried across the ocean harbor by the last of the island fishermen. The curious visitors crawled over the rocks in Smuttynose Cove and up the slope to a plain weather-beaten house. They stared, shocked but thrilled, upon the scene of what the newspapers were then calling “the crime of the century.”

  J. Dennis Robinson

  Portsmouth, NH 2014


  PROLOGUE

  Evening, March 6, 1873

  Smuttynose Island was dead quiet. The bodies of the two murdered women had been lying half clothed on the icy floor of the empty house for upward of seventeen hours. The killer had fled long ago and was still at large. Maren Hontvet, the surviving victim, had been rescued early that morning by a dory fisherman from a neighboring island at the rocky Isles of Shoals off the New England coast. Fragments of her horrific story had by now drifted back to the mainland and leaked into the late edition of the local newspaper, transforming the peaceful citizens of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, into a frenzied vengeful mob.

  “The men who come from the Shoals are so excited that it is impossible to get many particulars from them,” the Portsmouth Daily Evening Times admitted, “and this news reached us just as we go to press.”

  So the earliest printed reports were understandably flawed. The first victim identified was Karen Christensen, a Norwegian immigrant, not “Cornelia” as the newspapers called her. The second victim was her sister-in-law, Anethe Christensen, whom the report listed as “Annetta Lawson.” The New York Times reported they were two German girls. The women had “quite a large sum of money, and that is now missing” the Portsmouth Daily Chronicle erroneously added. The thief, they would soon discover, had taken roughly sixteen dollars.

  “They were killed with an axe by some person as yet unknown,” the Evening Times continued, “although the people who live there have no doubt in regard to his identity. . . . The suspected man is a Mr. Lewis [sic] Wagner. He is said to be a desperate character.”

  It was early Thursday evening by the time the Portsmouth newsboys began shouting the headline “TERRIBLE TRAGEDY AT THE ISLES OF SHOALS.” Demand for newspapers was so great that copies quickly ran out.

  Directly across the deep swirling Piscataqua River, at the Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, a solemn group was filing onto a steam-powered tugboat to visit the murder scene. Despite its name, the historic Portsmouth Naval Shipyard, founded in 1800, is located in Kittery, Maine. The Piscataqua, one of the fastest-flowing rivers in the nation, divides New Hampshire from Maine. That invisible border extends three miles to the mouth of the river and another seven miles out to sea where it splits the nine tiny Isles of Shoals between the two states.

  It was 6:45 p.m. by the time the coroner’s jury began their grim mission. A team of at least fifteen men including doctors, reporters, law enforcement officers, and observers settled in for an hour-long ride inside the large heated cab of the USS Mayflower. The iron-hulled tug, designed during the recent Civil War, pulled slowly away from the dock and into icy waters. The trailing cloud of coal soot was all but invisible against the black sky and the black water. The 137-foot tug appeared in silhouette as it chugged past Portsmouth Harbor Light off the starboard bow and soon the glimmer of Whaleback Lighthouse on the port side. Here the surging Piscataqua River met the sea. Then the tug faded to a speck of gaslight against the open ocean.

  Aboard the USS Mayflower, reporters representing six or seven newspapers, mostly from nearby Boston, clustered around one man. The Evening Times had mistakenly called him “Mr. Huntress,” his nickname among the island fishermen, but his name was John C. Hontvet. A fair-haired Norwegian immigrant, he was captain of the fishing schooner Clara Bella. He was the man who rented the only house occupied year-round on Smuttynose Island. John’s landlords, the Laighton family, owned the big tourist hotel on Appledore Island at the Isles of Shoals. It was John Hontvet’s wife, Maren, who had survived the deadly attack and who had named Louis Wagner as the killer. And it was John, his brother, Matthew, and his brother-in-law, Ivan, who had first seen the bodies of the slaughtered women that same morning when they arrived home on Smuttynose Island from an overnight fishing trip.

  Now, despite the darkness and the chill, the coroner’s team was on a mission to gather the facts and uncover the truth. The Mayflower followed the route the suspected killer had taken the night before as he rowed mightily toward the few flickering lights at the Isles of Shoals, following the invisible ocean border separating New Hampshire from Maine. The steam engine slowed to a crawl as the tug rounded Appledore Island, home of the famous poet Celia Laighton Thaxter and her family’s summer resort. The expansive wooden hotel was dark but there were lights visible in the poet’s cottage. A few lamps also flickered on Star Island to the right on the New Hampshire side of the cluster of flat islands, little more than rocks sticking out of the sea. The flame at the top of the lighthouse tower on White Island, a mile further to the south, helped define Smuttynose Island, a gray shape floating like a drowned giant in the near blackness. At night and from this direction, the long black point of rock stretching to the southeast would not be visible. That is the smudged or “smutty” nose from which the island takes its curious name.

  The captain of the Mayflower, a man named Baker, guided his ship into the rocky inlet below the darkened Appledore Hotel. The crew secured a mooring and the captain cut the engine. To the reporters and members of the coroner’s jury—men familiar with the constant clanks, hisses, and squeals of Victorian city life—the silence of the Shoals must have been stunning. After a momentary sense of deafness, the human ear quickly tunes itself to subtler sounds. The murmur of a gull, the distant clang of a navigation buoy, and the slapping of water against the hull of a ship rushed in to fill the emptiness. One feels, in the silence of the islands, that it is possible to hear everything for miles in all directions.

  It was now eight p.m. and, with the exception of the tugboat lamps, it was fully dark. The pale three-quarter moon had barely risen. One by one, the reporters, doctors, lawmen, and witnesses climbed awkwardly over the railing of the sturdy tug and down a cold ladder into a tiny fleet of fishing boats that bobbed in the waves below. It was only a short pull of the oars, no more than half a mile, around the tip of Appledore Island and across a fast-flowing channel to Gosport Harbor and into Smuttynose Cove. But for men unused to the sea at night, it could be a heart-stopping ride. With a fresh breeze and a now choppy sea, one group of nervous reporters almost capsized their launch, filling the boat halfway to the gunwales with numbingly cold salt water.

  In the silence, the wooden boats screeched as the landing party hauled them across pebbles, fish bones, and broken seashells in the sandy cove. The men secured the boats against the dark stone pier slick with cold seaweed. No light shown from any of the dark ramshackle buildings encircling the cove. There was nothing here, at first, but a billion flickering stars and the stench of rotting fish.

  Thrusting their glaring lanterns at arm’s length, the coroner’s team followed John Hontvet over the stone boulders and up the slippery incline toward a stark, scarlet-colored building. Shoalers called it the Red House, but at night the two-story duplex was as black as the other shadowy structures on the island. The snow was flattened all around by the footprints of those who had first visited the murder scene earlier that day.

  An ax, a key piece of evidence, still lay in the snow by the front of the house, its handle broken and the blade thick with frozen gore. What had been gruesome by daylight had grown fearsome by night. A large flat rock not far from the corner of the house was coated with dark blood. A long streak of blood trailed from the rock to a door marked with a stained handprint. Mr. Hontvet ushered the first of the observers through the narrow doorway on the right side of the duplex, through a cramped entranceway hung with coats, and into the kitchen, lit now only by their sputtering lamps. Anethe Christensen’s half-frozen body still laid face up in the center of the kitchen floor near the stove, her head toward the door. Her “lower extremities” were unclothed, according to Dr. Daniel W. Jones, one of six members of the coroner’s jury. A cloth or napkin was tied tightly around her neck. One hand was clenched. Someone covered the woman’s partially naked form with a stray garment.

  The doctor and others on the team placed the bludgeoned corpse of the once-beautiful twenty-five-year-old Norwegian immigrant onto a wooden plank and lifted it onto the kitchen table for a hasty medical examination. They had to clear aside the blood-stained dishes where the killer had apparently eaten a meal of tea and cake before making his escape back to the sea. Anethe’s face was savaged beyond recognition, her skull crushed by a powerful blow.

  “The head was, as you might say, all battered to pieces,” a member of the coroner’s team later testified in court. Anethe’s body, the witness said, was “covered with wounds, and in the vicinity of the right ear, two or three cuts broke through the skull so that the brains could be seen running through them.”

  As the doctors worked and the reporters scribbled in their notepads, the policemen searched the ransacked rooms by lamplight. The floors creaked eerily as they walked. In the other half of the duplex, the officers found Karen Christensen. Her body was partially naked and thrust under a bed. A scarf was wrapped so tightly around the woman’s neck that her tongue protruded and her eyes bulged. The feet were straightened out “as if she had been in great agony.”

  It was past two a.m. Friday morning before the coroner’s men reassembled aboard the USS Mayflower for the return to Portsmouth Harbor. It was breaking dawn before the Boston and New York reporters could telegraph the gory details to their editors. By Friday afternoon, readers up and down the Atlantic coast knew all about the bloody ax with the broken handle, the smashed furniture, the mangled bodies, and Maren Hontvet’s miraculous escape from the Grim Reaper’s blade. They were amazed by the news that a clock, apparently smashed during the island attack, had stopped precisely at 1:07 a.m., potentially fixing the time of the murders.

  By the next morning, the narrow streets of the old seaport were thick with hundreds, eventually thousands, of shocked and angry citizens. The alleged killer, according to rumor, had already been apprehended in Boston and was headed back to Portsmouth by train under police guard. Armed with brickbats and snowballs, the mob gathered at the city’s eastern railroad depot. They were determined to waylay Louis Wagner, a fisherman and the former employee of John Hontvet, as soon as the prisoner arrived. They chanted, “Lynch him! Kill him! String him up!”

  But back on Smuttynose Island, it was a calm and peaceful day with spring not far off. Except for the distant tapping of carpenters, who were building a grand new tourist hotel on Star Island, there was only the familiar cry of gulls and the muffled splash of waves against the rocks. Anethe and Karen Christensen still occupied the silent house where the coroner’s team had left them. They would lie there another full day, cold and mute, until the undertakers arrived from Portsmouth with their coffins.


  I

  BACKSTORY

  “It is in rather ruinous condition, and only two houses on the island are inhabited. It once contained a population of 400 or 500 souls. This, however, was before the Revolution, and there are no signs of its former prosperity, a few hollows where cellars were once dug, and some moss-covered tombstones.”

  —Richard Henry Dana on Smuttynose Island, 1843

  “It was on this island that one of the most sickening murders in the criminal history of our country was perpetrated. . . . Few events of this kind have been more sensational, or sent such a thrill of horror through the country.”

  —George T. Ferris, writer, 1882

  “Some of us live on Appledore, some of us live on Smuttynose. Some souls take the high way and some take the low.”

  —Carl Heath Kopf, Boston minister and radio preacher


  Chapter 1

  WAGNER’S DORY

  The lure of the terrible event on Smuttynose is inescapable. The story paints its own picture. We can easily visualize, with the barest of description, a solitary figure rowing a tiny boat on a dark, vast sea. We imagine three women alone on a speck of land entirely surrounded by deep water.

  At first glance, it is the man in the boat who is in danger. It is cold and he is tired and very far from land. The women are sleeping, warm and secure in their home. Suddenly the scene erupts to life in a furious collage of indistinct shapes. There are sharp cries and a flash of metal against a backdrop of black and gray. A voice cries out. A blade glints in the moonlight. More silence. At dawn, the scene could be the cover of a pulp detective paperback. We see blood on the snow and an ax by the door, its handle shattered. A woman in a white nightgown shivers in the shadow of a sharp rocky cave as the yellow sun rises.

  The killing of Anethe and Karen Christensen, on the surface, is a story so simple and graphic that it cannot be ignored. Almost 150 years later, it is still told and told again. But there is a second tragedy here because, by its simplicity, the story risks becoming a cartoon. For generations, the 1873 murders at the Isles of Shoals have been stripped of their historic context, edited into newspaper columns and magazine features, cleansed of distracting facts, and boiled down to a palatable horror story for tourists. The result is a tale that everyone knows, but no one knows well.

  Although it feels timeless, the Smuttynose tragedy is deeply anchored in 1873, a year still powered by horses and ruled by social convention, and yet on the brink of a recognizably “modern” age. Breakthrough communication technology that year included the first typewriter and the first US postcards. Showman P. T. Barnum opened his first circus and outlaw Jesse James robbed his first train. Ulysses S. Grant, a hard-drinking military hero of the Civil War, was beginning his second term as President of the United States, a term remembered for government corruption and a lengthy depression that began with the Financial Panic of 1873. The previous year, Susan B. Anthony had struck a blow for women’s rights when she attempted to vote in a New York election. She was arrested and, after her trial in 1873, fined one hundred dollars, which she adamantly refused to pay.

  Critics complain that there was only a single suspect in the crime that shocked New England. Louis Wagner, a fisherman recently emigrated from Prussia, was captured the same day as the ax murder of two Norwegian women on an island in Maine. Wagner had lived among the fishing family on Smuttynose, knew the women he killed, and believed that the family kept a significant amount of money in the house. Wagner protested his innocence from his arrest until minutes before he was hanged two years later. No one saw Wagner steal a dory in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and row ten miles to the Isles of Shoals on March 5, 1873. Only the two victims saw the face of Louis Wagner. He was tried and convicted in a tightly constructed body of circumstantial evidence and hanged. Most who have truly researched the Wagner case agree with the verdict, yet the legends of Wagner’s innocence live on.

  The media coverage then, as now, was all over the field. A few journalists set out the facts of the Wagner case honestly as they evolved. Other newspapers played fast and loose, disseminating rumors, for example, of a broken love affair between Wagner and one of his victims, or declaring that the gentle and pious prisoner himself was the victim of false evidence planted by the local police. There were later rumors that Mary S. “Maren” Hontvet, the surviving Smuttynose Island victim, had confessed to the murders on her deathbed. But the greatest threat to the facts of the Wagner case must be human nature itself. Our natural curiosity, our desire to oversimplify, to connect the dots without facts, and to jump to conclusions, combined with a culture of cynicism and distrust of authority has turned every criminal case into an open-ended mystery. In a twenty-first-century world addicted to plot twists, double agents, alternate endings, hidden agendas, and conspiracy theories, Louis Wagner has much to offer. His ability to seduce, deceive, and obfuscate have kept his name alive and in the public debate while his victims are almost forgotten.

  Even before this story begins, it is vital to put the most common misconception of the Wagner case to death. On a clear day, the Oceanic Hotel and the White Island lighthouse, both nineteenth-century structures, are visible to the naked eye from the coast of New Hampshire. They poke up like small white dots on the blue horizon. The nine small stone islands are so flat that they flicker in and out of view. Beyond them, there is nothing but ocean. It is a good six or seven miles from the nearest point on the Isles of Shoals to the mainland at Rye Harbor and another three or four miles down the wily Piscataqua River to downtown Portsmouth, the only seaport in the “Live Free or Die” state.

  “That’s impossible,” people often say with certainty upon first hearing the story. “No one could row a boat that far and back in a single night.” It is one of those spontaneous deductions that sounds obvious at first blush. But like so much of the Wagner story, there is more here than meets the eye.

  Rowing to the Shoals is an adventurous, but certainly not a daunting journey for an experienced person powering a small boat under favorable conditions. In the 1800s, it was not uncommon for the fishermen of the Shoals to row their wooden boats to the mainland and back. John Hontvet, Maren’s husband and Wagner’s employer, testified that he had made the trip propelled by muscle and oars from Smuttynose Island to Portsmouth fifty or sixty times in the few years he lived at the Shoals. Another fisherman testified that he had made the entire distance rowing one way in ninety minutes. True crime writer Edmund Pearson, author of Murder at Smutty Nose (1926), argued that Wagner’s defense attorneys never once mentioned the act of rowing to the Shoals in their attempts to raise a reasonable doubt among the jurors. It was not an issue. For men living on the New England coast, this was an entirely familiar and believable feat, though only a desperate or foolhardy man would risk the trip alone on a winter’s night.

  The trip is not always safe and it is not always wise even in season. Uncounted victims have lost their lives over the centuries in the watery expanse along the Shoals. On a perfect summer afternoon in 1825, for example, seven men and boys returning to Portsmouth from a Sunday school outing were caught in a surprise squall. Not even their experienced captain could save the little pilot boat. Searchers found nothing but a hat belonging to one of the teachers floating placidly on the waves. In 1902 a boat carrying passengers, mostly waitresses from the Oceanic Hotel, capsized in a similar “evil wind” off the Shoals. “The squall took me entirely by surprise,” the grief-stricken captain told reporters. “The boat turned bottom up like a flash.” Fourteen passengers drowned. That record would stand until the submarine USS Squalus sank in 240 feet of water on a test dive off the Isles of Shoals in 1939. Thirty-three crewmen were rescued with a diving bell, but twenty-six sailors were lost.

  Yet athletic rowers in fiberglass kayaks and ocean-going rowing shells make the trip every year, often stopping in the cove at Smuttynose Island to explore the flora, the fauna, and historic sites. Today the smart rowers tend to travel in pairs, wearing protective wetsuits and carrying emergency tracking devices. A few years ago, a solo kayaker got stranded on an uninhabited island at the Shoals in bad weather and died of exposure before he was discovered. But there was nothing startling about a dory fisherman rowing a considerable distance in 1873. The crossing—depending on the tide, the wind, the current, and the waves—could take two or three or four hours. We know the tides were favorable on the Piscataqua River on the night of the murder. By eight p.m., the estimated time of Wagner’s departure in a stolen boat from Pickering’s Dock in Portsmouth’s South End, the first three miles’ journey to the open ocean would be merely a matter of coasting in the swift outgoing tide with little muscle required.

  Roughly eleven hours elapsed between the time Wagner was last seen in Portsmouth and when he was spotted by three witnesses arriving at Little Harbor in New Castle, New Hampshire, the following morning. There he abandoned his boat and made his way back into the city on foot. At a comfortable but unspectacular rowing speed of about three miles per hour, the roughly eighteen-mile round trip could have been completed in four, five, or six hours, leaving at least five hours unaccounted for while the killer was on the island.

  Wooden boat builder Greg Hopkins laughs at the notion that rowing to the Shoals is anything special. He has built and sold seven “murder boats” based on what he considers the most likely design of the boat Wagner stole from a fisherman named David Burke. Hopkins works from a shop at his home in Portsmouth about two miles from where Burke’s dory disappeared between seven-thirty and eight-thirty p.m. on March 5, 1873.

  “My main interest in the murder story is the boat that Wagner rowed out to the Isles in,” Hopkins says. “It was probably between sixteen to eighteen feet long. I fashioned my replicas after what locals call a ‘wherry.’ These were the standard of the region back then, sort of the taxicab of the Piscataqua, for running back and forth across the swift river.”

  Using an ancient Norse system of overlapping, or “lapstrake” planks, the Piscataqua builders were able to use thinner planks that, when attached to one another, were extremely solid, yet lightweight and cheap to build. The wherries that Hopkins builds today are based on an 1850s design and are trimmed in mahogany. They weigh about two hundred pounds. They are, he says, a bit sexier than other members of the flat-bottomed dory family but functionally the same. The elegant planking system gives the wherry a shapelier front, or “bow.” The transom, the panel that forms the back or stern of the boat, is a little higher in the wherry to prevent waves from washing in. Designed to work along the inner two saltwater bays and many tributaries of the Piscataqua estuary, these handcrafted rowboats were incredibly seaworthy and surprisingly fast.

  To underline his point, Hopkins brushes a fragrant stack of wood shavings from his work bench, pulls down a book, and points to a passage by Isles of Shoals writer Celia Thaxter. Thaxter’s family owned Smuttynose Island and was renting the house to the Hontvets at the time of the tragedy. In her famous 1875 essay, “A Memorable Murder,” Thaxter claimed to have seen Louis Wagner a year before the murders. He was fishing solo from a wherry off Star Island, Thaxter wrote, and not making much money.

  Reproductions of the Piscataqua wherry are prized today among rowing purists. Two similar historical designs are known as the “Strawbery Banke” or the “Isles of Shoals” dory. The late Aubrey Marshall sparked a revival of these classic wooden boats in the 1970s at Strawbery Banke Museum, a campus of historic buildings on the Portsmouth waterfront. Marshall, whose career began in 1923 at the Lowell Boat Shop in Amesbury, Massachusetts, calculated that he worked on upwards of thirty thousand dories in his lifetime. During his years building boats at Strawbery Banke Museum, his shop was located only yards from the boarding house where Louis Wagner had lived a century before.

  “The idea that it is too difficult to row from Portsmouth to the Shoals is silly,” Greg Hopkins says, pointing to the skeleton of another boat in progress at his workshop. A sign above reads: PISCATAQUA WHERRY—SMUTTYNOSE MURDER BOAT?

  “Making three miles an hour is very easy in one of these,” Hopkins says. “Wagner had plenty of time with the tides and the weather in his favor.”

  Indeed, the eighteen-mile round trip from shore to Shoals and back pales in comparison to the 1,600-mile rowboat journey of Nathaniel Stone in his memoir On the Water (2000). Departing from the Brooklyn Bridge, Stone rowed solo from the Hudson River to the Great Lakes, down the Mississippi, along the Gulf Coast, and up the Atlantic seaboard to the Canadian border. While Stone traveled in fiberglass boats, one with a sliding seat powered by his legs and the other with a stationary seat propelled by arm muscles, his crafts were no larger than Wagner’s dory. Once accustomed to the trancelike repetition of the oars, rowing one stroke per breath, Stone was able to increase his daily distance to twenty, thirty, even sixty miles per day.

  Stone’s trip was inspired, he writes, by the journey of Nova Scotia doryman Howard Blackburn. Separated from his schooner in a blizzard in 1883 while fishing off the Canadian Grand Banks, Blackburn rowed for five days with his hands frozen to the oars. Although he lost all of his fingers to frostbite, Blackburn became a successful tavern owner in Gloucester and twice sailed solo across the Atlantic Ocean.

  Halfway through his own epic journey, Nathaniel Stone was honored to meet a Canadian named Mark Robbins who twice attempted to row alone in a small boat from Coney Island in New York City, around the coastal United States, to the Yukon in Alaska. Robbins was thwarted twice by sickness and had to abandon his quest, but he managed to complete 5,000 miles of the 6,500 mile trek. His average distance, consistently day in and day out, was forty miles, more than twice the distance Wagner had to cover on that single fateful night.

  Stories of locals making the journey are legion. One Portsmouth businessman regularly rows his ocean shell to the Shoals and back before breakfast. Portsmouth-born novelist and sport fisherman Rodman Philbrick, author of The Young Man and the Sea, recalls rowing to the Shoals as a boy after hearing about the Wagner murders. “I rowed it from Rye Harbor in a crappy little flat-bottomed rowboat with a short pair of oars when I was about fourteen,” Philbrick recalls. “It took me three or four hours and I blistered my hands badly. Then I realized I had to row back.”

  John W. Downs, the grandson of the last fisherman at the Isles of Shoals, recalled making the journey frequently. “In the early days when we had no power, we thought nothing of rowing a boat eight to ten miles, and hauling in from sixty to one hundred lobster pots, and rowing back again.” The colder the weather for these rugged men, the better, since the cod and the mackerel were then most abundant.

  In an age of muscle power, seacoast Victorians accepted Wagner’s rowing ability without question, but as engines replaced oars, journalists and pulp crime writers exaggerated the story. An August 1964 issue of Front Page Detective, for instance, shamelessly mixed facts from the Wagner case with a wholly imaginary set of murder suspects in a semi-fictional piece titled “The Beast from Smuttynose.” The blaring introduction to the article says it all: “Nothing human could row so far in stormy seas—except a man inhumanly possessed by visions of hoarded gold and lovely girls left alone on a barren island.”

  In May of 2013, to quell all doubts, a Maine engineer named Dan O’Reilly took the Wagner challenge. Dan is a ruddy-faced former shipyard worker with a thick gray mustache and a thicker Maine accent. Catching an identical outgoing tide to the one the killer took at eight p.m. on March 5, 1873, O’Reilly pulled out of Portsmouth’s South End on a crisp May morning, not far from the dock where Wagner stole his wooden dory. O’Reilly was the sole figure in his replica Piscataqua wherry. He bought the flat-bottomed seventeen-footer more than forty years ago from Aubrey Marshall for five hundred dollars. Half a dozen observers in a thirty-five-foot lobster boat shadowed O’Reilly as he paced himself, pulling smoothly on his oars, not rushing. Within half an hour, Dan had already reached the lighthouse at New Castle, where the swift river meets the sea, a distance of about three miles.

  “You’re a rock star, Dan!” someone on the chase boat shouted as the rower, following Wagner’s proposed path, glided past the historic Portsmouth Harbor Lighthouse and the granite walls of Fort Constitution where the mainland turns to open ocean. Soon he was moving beyond Whaleback Light, just off the Kittery shore. The rower paused only twice during the next seven miles, once to bail out his dory from a “weeping” leak, and once to take a long drink from a bottle of Gatorade. When he eased his dory into Smuttynose Cove, Dan O’Reilly wasn’t even breathing hard.

  “You made it with time to kill,” the captain of the lobster boat shouted. It was a sick joke, but everyone laughed.

  O’Reilly’s official time from Portsmouth to Gosport Harbor was two hours and fourteen minutes. Admittedly, he was using more streamlined modern oars and better oarlocks than the wooden “thole” pins in Wagner’s dory. O’Reilly rowed in the daylight in May, while Wagner rowed on a calm moonlit night in March. But Dan O’Reilly was a seventy-five-year-old amateur rower out for a morning jaunt. Wagner was a strapping twenty-eight-year-old professional dory fisherman in a race with the devil. It was only after proving his point that the white-haired rower revealed that he was a bit “under the weather.”

  “If I didn’t have that damned strep throat, I’m sure I coulda done her in less than two hours,” O’Reilly said apologetically as his dory was loaded onto the lobster boat for the return trip to Portsmouth.

  Whether Wagner stole David Burke’s dory and did the terrible deed for which he was executed in 1875, these pages must prove once again. But to all those landlubbers and flatlanders who question whether Wagner could travel the distance in the allotted time, the verdict is already an unequivocal yes.


  Chapter 2

  OUR FOUNDING FISHERMEN

  From the air, the New Hampshire seacoast is barely a blip on the New England shore. It spans just seventeen miles as the crow flies, compared to an estimated 3,500 miles of twisting waterfront property along the coast of Maine to the north. Yet the city of Portsmouth, the only seaport in the Granite State, teams with tales of the sea. It is only within this rich heritage of maritime facts and maritime myth that we can begin to make sense of the Wagner case.

  People were paddling to the Isles of Shoals in wooden boats long before the rise of the first pyramids in Egypt. For millennia, Native Americans hunted and fished here, arriving from the mainland in canoes initially carved out of hollow logs and later fabricated from birch tree bark stretched over wooden frames. We know precious little about the First People of northern New England. The bits we do know come from the oral traditions of their modern Wabanaki descendants, from spotty historical records, and from archaeological digs along the seacoast. We know that nomadic “Paleo-Indians” traveled along the coast of Maine when the last Ice Age receded about twelve thousand years ago. Before that, bison and wooly mammoth populated an ancient tundra that would be covered by a sheet of ice thousands of feet thick.

  It was the slow ebb and flow of these glaciers, grinding and scraping, that created Maine’s rocky coast and gouged out the undersea fishing area known as the Gulf of Maine. This deep basin or giant bowl of water stretches from Nova Scotia in Canada to Cape Cod in Massachusetts. The Gulf of Maine, often called a “sea within a sea,” is so large that it has its own complex system of currents and weather. These currents continually stir up microscopic life forms to the surface where they thrive in the sunlight. The result is a rich protein soup that feeds an array of fish, whales, dolphin, shellfish, and other marine life.

  These same glaciers created the nine Isles of Shoals, a lonely archipelago, by flattening and rounding the tips of a flooded mountain range. The origin of the name may come from the large number of fish (called “shoals” or “schools”) that migrate close to the islands. Four of them—Lunging, Star, Seavey, and White—represent the only offshore islands belonging to the tiny New Hampshire coastline. The other five—Cedar, Smuttynose, Malaga, Appledore, and Duck—are the first of more than three thousand islands off the long jagged coast of Maine. All nine islands combined make up little more than two hundred scattered acres. From the highest point on Smuttynose, just thirty feet above sea level, all the islands are visible. It is the ideal prehistoric observation point. From here, a Native American could see the entire sweep of the coastline, from modern-day Boon Island and Mount Agamenticus in the county of York, Maine, to the north, past what is now Portsmouth Harbor and the Piscataqua River, and south to Cape Ann on the Massachusetts shore en route to Boston.

  “The earliest Indians we’ve found on Smuttynose Island arrived here about six thousand years ago,” says archaeologist Nathan Hamilton. With his summer crew of student diggers working from the Shoals Marine Lab on nearby Appledore, Professor Hamilton has been uncovering the island’s history one artifact at a time. More than three hundred thousand artifacts have been unearthed at this writing from the triangular two-acre front lawn of Smuttynose where the Hontvet “murder house” once stood. There is scarcely any soil here, a meter deep at best, but what soil has managed to cling to the bedrock is thick with clues about life on this once-populated fishing outpost.

  The aboriginal people of coastal Maine were skilled fishermen who could capture swordfish, shark, other large fish, and even small whales. The Shoals must have been an ideal base camp and rich Indian hunting ground for flightless birds like the great auk, a member of the puffin family, now extinct, and whose bones have been unearthed on Smuttynose. The Isles abound with seals too. Some five hundred of them lounge today on the rock cliffs of Duck Island nearby, and their curious pups occasionally pop up in Smuttynose Cove. Hamilton’s diggers have uncovered prehistoric ceramics, burned or “calcined” fish bones, arrowheads, and other stone tools, each meticulously extracted from deposits of clay trapped deep in the island bedrock.

  “We know for certain,” Hamilton says, pointing to a square hole in the island soil, “that Native hunters sat right here. Here are the stone flakes they left while making their hunting tools. We know that Indians visited here during at least eight separate periods, perhaps hundreds or thousands of years apart. Then the archaeological evidence shows that European fishermen arrived in large numbers on Smuttynose starting in the 1620s—again on this precise spot. By then the Indian fishermen had disappeared.”

  The first European explorers, at least the first who kept written records, encountered no evidence of Native Americans at the Isles of Shoals. English explorer Martin Pring, the first known European visitor to sail up the deep Piscataqua River to salt water Great Bay estuary, saw only abandoned campfires in 1603. He wasn’t looking for fish. Pring was searching for valuable sassafras trees, then considered a popular (though ineffective) cure for “the French Pox,” or syphilis. That fact is rarely mentioned in the founding history of New Hampshire. Maine coast explorer Christopher Levett, who visited the Isles of Shoals in 1623, wrote: “Upon these Islands are no Savages at all.” Between the visits by Pring and Levett, as many as 90 percent of Native Americans in the region had died in a great pandemic brought on by contact with diseases carried, most likely, by some of the first European traders, trappers, and fishermen. Local historians noted through the centuries that Indians had never lived on the Isles of Shoals until Hamilton’s research discovered the truth in 2008.

  The first European explorers missed seeing Indians at the Isles of Shoals, but they did not miss the huge commercial potential of the abundant fish and whale populations that thrived in the cold plankton-rich waters of the Gulf of Maine. Captain John Smith, best known for his earlier connection to Jamestown, Virginia, and Indian princess Pocahontas, visited the region in 1614. Smith wrote a glowing report of this area, which he named New England. Smith imagined the first New England settlements not as religious havens, but as high-profit fishing stations. He suggested creating an English industry like that already active in the Canadian Maritimes. Smith wanted to found his American colony on large Atlantic cod—the perfect, portable, protein-rich, low-fat food. The thick, white cod flesh was not fishy-tasting. Amazingly, when freshly split, salted, and dried in the sun, cod could survive for months, even years. Then when soaked in water and cooked, it was still flavorful and nourishing. Dried cod was a welcome change from fish like herring, which was regularly stored wet and pickled in wooden casks that could go rancid. Dried fish from New England, Smith promised his investors, could be as valuable as pearls, silks, and diamonds.

  Captain Smith failed in three attempts to found a colony in the Gulf of Maine and died impoverished in London. But his book, A Description of New England (1616), contained his famous map of the region and was like a beacon to settlers who followed. Those arrivals include the now-famous band of religious Separatists who settled at Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 1620. But the nation’s “Pilgrim fathers” were farmers, as Nathaniel Philbrick points out in his bestselling history Mayflower (2006). “Even though they lived on the edge of one of the world’s great fishing grounds, the Pilgrims were without the skills and the equipment required to take advantage of it,” Philbrick notes.

  By 1623, the starving Plymouth colonists were forced to purchase fish, probably salted cod, from the first European settlers in what would become the province of New Hampshire to the north. David Thomson, his wife, Amais, their young son, John, and ten fishermen from England had recently built a fishing outpost at what is now Odiorne State Park, at Rye, New Hampshire. Thomson’s original fortified settlement, often called Pannaway, was likely within sight of the Isles of Shoals. New Hampshire proudly takes its starting date of 1623 from the Pannaway fishing settlement.

  Thomson had received his patent for land from the same Council of New England that had authorized the Plymouth venture. The Pilgrim military protector Myles Standish, usually depicted as short and stocky, red-haired and with a fiery temper, accompanied Thomson in a fishing shallop from New Hampshire to Plymouth, much to the delight of the desperate Pilgrim settlers in the summer of 1623. Two hundred and fifty years later, following his deadly deed, Louis Wagner would drag his dory ashore not far from the site of David Thomson’s first fishing outpost.

  While the Pilgrims were rescued from obscurity by nineteenth-century Christian historians and catapulted into American folklore, David Thomson and the first European entrepreneurial fishermen of Maine and New Hampshire remain all but unknown. Captain John Smith himself is scarcely remembered along these Yankee shores except, perhaps, at Monhegan Island, Maine, where he set up his experimental fishing operation, and at the Isles of Shoals. Locals like to think that Smith favored the Shoals and planned to establish the first American colony as a fishing outpost here. In his 1614 New England map, Smith may have named these islands for himself. “Smyth’s Isles are a heap together, none near them,” Smith wrote during his coastal exploration.

  But Smith was only saying about the southern portion of the fertile Gulf of Maine what others had been saying about the Canadian maritime region long before him. In 1597, for example, sea captain Charles Leigh, while fishing for cod in the Gulf of St. Lawrence, reported that: “In little more than an hour we caught with four hooks two hundred and fifty.” Atlantic codfish leapt from the sea directly into the fishermen’s wicker baskets, he reported. Cod were so numerous that in 1602 one fisherman recorded tossing them back because his boat was quickly overloaded and in danger of capsizing.

  Famous explorers named Cabot, Cartier, and Champlain filed similar glowing reports about the abundant sea resources in the New World even before Smith arrived. Rumors persist that the mysterious Basque people, who lived along the borders of France and Spain, secretly fished on the North Atlantic coast before Christopher Columbus “discovered” America in 1492. They were certainly busy at the Grand Banks off Labrador and Newfoundland in the 1580s and 1590s. Shoals historians have long suggested that the Basques may have fished as far south as the Isles of Shoals. Perhaps they gave the Spanish-sounding name Malaga to the tiny island that forms the other side of Smuttynose Cove. It is possible, but there is no evidence, according to archaeologist Nathan Hamilton, that Basques operated on Smuttynose Island prior to the arrival of the Pilgrims at Plymouth. And even if they had, the early history of New England would still be written primarily by Protestants, most of them of British descent, and many of them clergymen. These historians often had little respect for the French to the north and the Spanish to the south who had colonized America before the English arrived. They usually depicted the indigenous people as savages and heathens. And the early chroniclers had few kind words for the lawless, godless, hard-drinking fishermen who led the way to the founding of New England.

  The discovery of a seemingly endless supply of fresh cod in the North Atlantic was as important to seventeenth-century Europe as finding an untapped source of oil or natural gas might be to an energy-starved nation today. By the early seventeenth century, the prime fishing grounds of Europe were overfished and in sharp decline. Catholicism, meanwhile, was on the rise, requiring more and more people to abstain from eating meat during frequent holy days. Meat, as Brian Fagan explains in his book Fish on Friday (2007), was associated with carnal desires of the flesh, while fish, a popular Christian symbol, was connected to purification, fasting, and atonement. By the 1620s, as the Mayflower Pilgrims were settling in, the fishing industry was expanding southward from Canada to the tiny Isles of Shoals. These flat, barren islands, smack in the path of migratory fish, made the ideal staging site for processing dried cod or “stockfish” that was then shipped back to the ravenous European market.

  Initially, the English fishermen worked seasonally at the Shoals, making the six-thousand-mile round trip with surprising frequency and safety. As many as six hundred men, mostly living aboard ships, worked at what can only be called island factories on Smuttynose, Hog, and Star Islands. Some fished in teams from small shallops, hooking as many as two hundred to three hundred large fish per man per day. Paid per catch, British fishermen could earn three times their annual salary by making the long trip to America. Each man kept track of his catch by cutting out the fish tongues and impaling them on metal spikes.

  While some men worked their boats at sea, crews known as “dressers” processed the caught fish back at Smuttynose Cove. Standing in a row, assembly-line fashion, the skilled dressers performed the same task over and over. The “throater” cut the cod from belly to anus and passed it to the “header” who, after ripping out the entrails, tossed the liver into one basket and the roe into another. Then he neatly sliced off the head of the fish and kicked it into the sea through a hole in the staging platform. The “splitter” then separated the fish flesh from the backbone with lightning-fast movements of his sharp knife. Then the fish were dried, turned, and salted on rocks or wooden platforms called “flakes.” Having filled their quota, the ships packed up and sailed home to market. Because fishermen like to keep their prized spots secret, history knew little about the extent of the Smuttynose operation until twenty-first-century archaeological digs.

  By the 1640s, it appears, some of these men, mostly from the region around Devon, England, were overwintering on the Isles of Shoals or on the mainland nearby. They began setting down roots in the New World, buying land, building homes, and marrying. Two entrepreneurs who set up operations at the Isles of Shoals, Richard Cutt and William Pepperrell, later became the primary landowners in Portsmouth, New Hampshire, and Kittery, Maine, on opposite shores of the Piscataqua River. In 1647, Cutt complained to the Maine Court that one fisherman had illegally moved his wife, goats, and hogs to Appledore Island, then known as Hog Island. This is the first written record of females at the Isles of Shoals. The ban on “womanhood” was officially lifted in 1650 by which time there were sixty residents at the Shoals. The first fishwife, by the way, was allowed to stay, but the livestock had to go. The animals were ruining the fish stocks and fouling the limited fresh water supply on the island.

  By 1675, the population of the Isles of Shoals had reached 275 souls. Fishing families lived mostly in cramped windowless huts. Star Island had its own fort with two cannons to ward off marauding pirates and French mercenaries. The meetinghouse was located on Smuttynose. Both Maine and New Hampshire were then governed by the Puritans of Massachusetts. Then in 1679, New Hampshire regained its status as an independent British province. In 1715, Star Island officially became the town of Gosport, New Hampshire, while Maine remained under the thumb of Massachusetts for another century. Living on a rock at sea was harsh in the best of times. The population of Gosport declined almost to zero during the American Revolution and the War of 1812. It rebounded in the 1800s and crashed with the sale of Star Island in 1873, the year of the murders across the ocean harbor at Smuttynose. In 1876, Gosport Village voted itself out of existence.

  Back on Smuttynose Island, archaeologist Nathan Hamilton has laid out a display of artifacts on a rickety picnic table on the front lawn. There are large rusted fishhooks, colorful ceramic shards, glass trade beads, a few flat faded coins, blobs of lead musket shot, and a prized six-sided gambling die carved from bone. The broken neck of a bellarmine jug, what Hamilton calls “the Coke can of the seventeenth century,” shows the embossed face of a bearded man. Among the bones of seabirds, pig, goat, and fish, student diggers at the edge of the cove have cataloged more than nine thousand fragments of clay smoking pipes. One broken pipe bowl depicts a rare image of Sir Walter Raleigh being consumed by a crocodile. This rich cache of early trash, Hamilton says, is positive proof that long before Louis Wagner, Smuttynose Island was a key staging area for fishing and trading. The Golden Age of fishing here, he estimates, was from 1640 to about 1680.

  “There was a tavern right here at the cove long ago,” Hamilton says. “It was patronized by tough and adventurous men and women. These were the founding American outlaws of the Eastern Frontier—fishermen, ship captains, and maybe some pirates and smugglers in the mix. They were living on the edge in dangerous times. They ate, drank heavily, smoked powerful tobacco, and played games. They haggled over the price of fish, talked radical politics, and traded stories. And we know from the historical record that they broke every law ever written.”

  The men at the Isles of Shoals broke every law, that is, except the commandment “You shall not murder.” That crime would be reserved for a Prussian fisherman named Louis.
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