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Isles of Shoals  
The 

Eternal Sound of the Sea  
will be presented by  

Pontine Theatre  
for our  

Fall Meeting Program  

ISLES OF SHOALS: the Eternal Sound of the Sea is 
created and performed by Pontine Theatreõs Co-artistic 
Directors, M. Marguerite Mathews and Greg 
Gathers.  They draw their script from the writings of 
two prominent New England authors, Celia Thaxter 
and Nathaniel Hawthorne, who, in various works, 
explore the rich history and folklore of the islands, 
from the early settlement through the Victorian resort 
era.  Through Tabletop Toy Theatre, projected video 
and shadow play Mr. Gathers and Ms. Mathews  bring 
the legend and lore of the Shoals to life onstage.   

Celia Thaxter was born in Portsmouth in 1835 and 
spent much of her childhood on White Island at the 
Isles of Shoals where her father was the lighthouse 
keeper and Appledore where her family ran a resort 
hotel.  At age 16 she married her former tutor, Levi 
Thaxter, who introduced Celia to the literary world of 
Boston.  Her first published poem, Land-locked, 
appeared in The Atlantic in 1860.   Celia went on to 
became one of Americaõs favorite authors. 
Aldrich,  Emerson, Hawthorne, Jewett, Longfellow and 
Whittier were among her circle of friends and they, 
along with actors, artists and musicians, came to visit 
her and vacation in the Appledore Hotel.   

In  1852, when Celia was only 17 years old,  Nathaniel 
Hawthorne visited the Isles of Shoals.  During his two-
week visit, he stayed at the Appledore House, where he 
was hosted by Thomas Laighton and other members of 
the Laighton family, including Thomasõs daughter, 
Celia.  At the time of Hawthorneõs visit Celia was a 
young newlywed who had just set up housekeeping in 
a little cottage.  In Hawthorneõs journal, he describes 
his visits to Celia and Leviõs cottage, located near her 
familyõs hotel.    

He found their company charming, òIt is certainly a 
romantic incident to find such a young man on this 
lonely island.  His marriage with the pretty Miranda is 
a true romance.ó 

Hawthorne also describes his visits to other islands 
that make up the Shoals, including Star Islandõs village 
of Gosport which was inhabited by a òrough and 
tumbleó assortment of fisher folk.    

òI saw one old witch-looking woman creeping about 
with a cane, and stooping over, seemingly to gather 
herbs.  On mentioning her to Mr. Thaxter, he said that 
it was probably the bearded woman.  I did not observe 
her beard, though very likely she may have had one.ó    

                                                          (cont. on page 3) 

Marguerite Mathews & Greg Gathers  
Photo: Pontine Theatre  



 

Thoughts from Ten Miles Out  

Writing you from the Writersõ Room, just off the Pink 

Parlor in Star Islandõs Oceanic Hotel, Iõm struck by how 

much has happened for ISHRA since I wrote you in 

April.  

Norman Michaud treated us to tales of Portsmouth and 

Shoals history at our spring meeting, Ann Beattie, 

Andrea Melville and Amy Cook led a wonderful June 

conference on the Artistry of the Isles of Shoals, and Gary 

Bashline and Rose Schlegel organized the relaxing and 

restorative fall conference that has brought me back this 

weekend. 

Meanwhile, a new play and a series of tours for day 

visitors have introduced the Shoals to ever-larger 

numbers of people. 

The play, òIsles of Shoals: The Eternal Sound of the Sea,ó 

was created and produced by Pontine Theatre, based on 

the writings of Celia Thaxter and Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

Premiering in April, it delighted audiences in Portsmouth 

and then had a special encore performance at the Shoals 

during our June conference. With support from ISHRAõs 

grant program, it will tour additional venues this fall. 

For day visitors coming to Star on the Thomas Laightonõs 

stopover cruises, ISHRAõs History Docents have been 

leading popular one-hour tours steeped in Shoals history. 

Maryann Stacy expanded the docent program this year 

to include Wednesday and Friday tours in addition to 

the Sunday tours that began last summer. 

As the days shorten 

So it has been a busy summer, but soon all the islands 

will be making preparations for their long winterõs nap. 

The marine lab on Appledore will fall silent but for the 

quiet whoosh of the wind turbine that powers air-

quality monitoring instruments year-round. The 

Smuttynose Stewards will wrap up their season, the 

Pelicans will fly home to the mainland and the Isles of 

Shoals will slumber until we all come back in the spring. 

We can keep our memories alive through the winter by 

picking up a favorite book about the Shoals and 

picturing ourselves here again, perhaps imagining a visit 

in the present day or perhaps in 1852, when the  

vacationing Nathaniel Hawthorne met 17-year-old Celia 

Thaxter, then a young bride and already a charming 

hostess who would surely look forward to greeting us as 

we arrive.  

You can give the gift of history 

As the holidays approach, please consider giving the gift 

of membership in ISHRA to friends and family who 

might appreciate the history, legend and beauty of the 

Isles of Shoals just as you do. Simply fill out the 

membership form in this issue to let us know the names 

and addresses of those youõd like to introduce to the 

ISHRA family. (Just enclose an extra page if you donõt 

have enough room on the form.) If your form reaches us 

by Thanksgiving, weõll welcome the new members with a 

holiday card acknowledging your gift. 

Thank you for your support of ISHRA, and I hope to see 

you at our meeting November 9. 

Joel Plagenz,  ISHRA President 

plagenz@comcast.net 
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A Note From  

Your President  

Richard Stanley 
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rsg@frets.me 

Cassie Durette 
ISHRA Webmaster 
cbd_232@yahoo.com 

ISHRA Media Contacts 

Joel in the Writersõ Room of the Oceanic Hotel 
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Delving into past artistic endeavors on the Shoals 
inspired the creation of our own masterpieces this 
summer at the ISHRA June Conference on Star Island.  
Conferees used watercolors to illustrate Celia 
Thaxterõs poetry in Gretchen Gudefinõs workshop and 
followed in both Thaxterõs and John Greenleaf 
Whittierõs footsteps by pressing seaweed with Amy 
Cook. 

The historic buildings on Star were brought to life 
with Bob Cookõs architectural tour and Sarah 
OõConnorõs anecdotes about the people who have lived 
in those buildings.  Sarah also treated conferees to two 
different salt cod dishes from Miss Parloaõs 1872 
Appledore Cookbook while Amy served up Miss 
Parloaõs molasses cookies. 

The 19th century Elliott Hall stage was graced by a 
performance of Pontine Theatreõs òIsles of Shoals: The 
Eternal Sound of the Seaó starring Greg Gathers and 
Marguerite Mathews.  At our candlelit Chapel Service.  
the incredibly moving music of Sylvia Jurkowski, Bob 
Andrews and Joe Pescatello paid tribute to the sea 
surrounding us at the Shoals.  

Conferees learned about the writers, musicians and 
artists who visited the Isles during the Resort Era from 
Ann Beattie and discovered Celia Thaxterõs influence in 
American impressionism from Jamie LaFleur, a modern 
day painter at the Shoals.  Arnie Silverstone left us 
with improved images of the Isles of Shoals after his 
digital photography session. 

Greeting old friends and making new friends, who on 
the Isles we love, this past June was made possible by 
the work of Co-Chairs Andrea Melville and Ann 
Beattie, along with the Registration efforts of Amy 
Cook.  Our wonderful memories and our amazing 
artwork will help keep the Shoals alive for us over the 
winter until we meet again at the next ISHRA June 
conference. 

Ann Beattie 

Isles of Shoals Impressions  

ISHRA June  Conference 2010 

The Eternal Sound of the Sea   (cont. from page 1)  

In her memoir, Among the Isles of Shoals, Celia 
Thaxter also revels in describing some of the 
inhabitants of  Gosport. 

òOne old Shoaler had the largest, most misshapen 
cheek-bones ever constructed, teeth that should not be 
mentioned, and small, watery eyes.  He had an ancient 
violin, which he used to hug under his wizened chin, 
and from which he drew such dismal tones as never 
before were heard on sea or land.  He had no more idea 
of playing than one of the codfish he daily split and 
salted, yet he christened with pride all the shrieks and 
wails he drew out of the wretched instrument with 
various high-sounding titles.   He was wont to 
say  ôWall, now Iõll give yer Prince Esterhayõs March,õ 
and forthwith began again precisely the same 
intolerable squeak.ó   

Hawthorneõs observations are extracted from his 
published journal  An American Notebook.  In it he 
describes the Shoals through the eyes of a typical 
summer visitor, marveling at the rugged beauty of the 
scenery, extolling the amenities of the hotel, and 
wondering at the rustic lifestyle of the native 
fishermen.  He is toured and feted by the Laightons and 
Thaxters, charmed by his hosts, and alarmed by the 
manners of both the Shoalers and the less educated 
fellow tourists. 

òThey consist of country traders, a country doctor, and 
such sorts of people, rude, shrewd, and simple, and 
well behaved enough; wondering at sharks and equally 
at lobsters; sitting down to table with their coats off; 
helping themselves out of the dish with their own 
forks; taking pudding on the plates off which they have 
eaten meat.  People at just this stage of manners are 
more disagreeable than at any other stage.ó 

Pontine Theatreõs production integrates excerpts 
from  An American Notebook  with stories, 
reminiscences, and local lore written by the islandsõ 
most famous resident, Celia Thaxter.  From her 
autobiographical,  Among the Isles of Shoals come a 
history of the early days on the islands, the wreck of 
the Sagunto on Haleysõ Island (now Smuttynose), and 
the tale of the ghostly maiden said to guard 
Blackbeardõs pirate treasure.   

òShe turned instantly, and fixing on me the largest and 
most melancholy blue eyes I ever beheld, said quietly, 
ôHe will  come again.õ  Then she disappeared round a 
jutting rock and left me marveling.ó    

(cont. on page 6) 

We all extend to Jane Lentz our sincere gratitude for 

scanning the back issues of the newsletter.  Check out 

the Members Corner, accessible through ishra.org, where you 

can find past speaker information, newsletters to download, 

and member pictures.  For questions or a log-in reminder, 

please e-mail Cassie at webmaster@ishra.org.   

http://www.ishra.org
mailto:webmaster@ishra.org
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The Gosport Regattas of 1874 & 1875  
By 

Lois Williams and Sarah OõConnor 

The Appledore House, operated by the Laighton family, 
was thriving when John Poor of Bostonõs Stickney & Poor 
spice and mustard company came to the Shoals and 
secretly bought the Star Island properties of all but two 
Gosport Villagers.  On the twentieth of June 1873, the 
previously established Appledore House and the newly 
built Oceanic both opened with flying colors.   

Poorõs first regatta on July 20th, 1874 was also the first 
race by the yacht America under the ownership of 
General Benjamin Franklin Butler.  Seventy five entrants 
in three different classes competed on a lovely day of fine 
breeze with steamers and tugs coming from all parts of 
the coast.     

The larger yachts raced a 26-mile triangular course 
starting in full view from the veranda of the Star Island 
Hotel.  They rounded Boon Island and, while others 
skirted Duck Island, Butler directed his captain to cut 
through the Duck Island ledges.  To the sound of booming 
guns, shrieking whistles and the cheering crowd America 
was first across the finish line but another boat actually 
won the race on time allowance.  Despite this, Butler 
always claimed to have finished in first place. 

In 1875 Poor proposed another regatta offering a winnerõs 
trophy of a large solid silver punch bowl.  Visitors 
thronged to the Isles and both hotels were stuffed to 
capacity as, òspecial trainsó (few there are that remember 
this unique railway connection to the Shoals), and 
òexcursion steamers brought thousands more.ó 

The race was to be held on July 24th and yacht America, 
famed winner of the first Americaõs Cup race in 1851, 
dropped her anchor in Gosport Harbor at sundown.  
General Butler went ashore dressed in a blue jacket, blue 
trousers and rubber boots.  Removing his sea boots and 
donning slippers, he entered the parlor of The Oceanic, 
where he was the center of an amused, if however not 
entirely admiring throng.  (He had a reputation as a sharp 
and ruthless businessman and many Shoalers resented his 
takeover of Star Island.)  A good story teller, he regaled 
the guests with colorful stories of yachting and the sea. 

Weather for the 1875 race was again superb, attracting 
sightseers by the thousands who came out from ports up 
and down the New England shore in all sorts of boats 
including the large steamer Plymouth Rock carrying 
viewers from Boston.  The triangular course, 12 miles on 
each leg, was to be run down toward the mouth of the 
Merrimac River, then offshore easterly and back to the 
starting point at the Shoals.  Unfortunately a whaleboat 
with two flags marking the second turn drifted 3½ miles 
off station in a squall during the night and only one yacht 
found and rounded the mark for the second turn offshore.   

There was a protracted investigation and lengthy 
rancorous discussion lasting over 24 hours the upshot of 
which was that the judges disqualified all of the yachts 
except the one that actually rounded the second mark 
and decided not to award any prizes.  Among those 
disqualified was yacht America, finishing as fourth fastest 
although a later New York Times article claimed that 
America had won the race.  (Perhaps the ever publicity 
conscious General Butler had something to do with this 
misinformation.) 

John Poor announced another race for the punch bowl, 
but the squabble over the race on the 24th caused many 
disaffected captains to pull their boats and leave the 
Shoals forthwith, muttering in their beards as they sailed 
away.  Only two boats were left, America and Resoluteñ
not to be confused with the famous Nat Herreshoff-
designed Americaõs Cup contender launched in 1914. The 
owners had already arranged a friendly match and on 
August 1st raced a 39 mile course from Star Island around 
White Island, to Boon Island and back.  The Resolute was 
first to cross the finish line, but America was declared the 
winner on time allowance.  

The next day Poor promoted a òSweepstakes Race for the 
Oceanic Cupó in which both boats, stripped of all 
unnecessary gear including anchors and cannon, raced 
again up around Boon Island Ledges and Light and back 
to the Shoals with no time allowance.  America was 
declared the hands down winner and General Butler 
sailed away with the silver punch bowl on the Americaõs 
cabin table.                                                       (cont. on page 6) 
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The Gosport Regatta of 2010  
By 

Richard  Stanley  

On the morning of September 19th nearly forty sailboats 
assembled off the mouth of the Piscataqua River for the 
first Gosport Regatta to be held in 135 years.  The weather 
was fine with a light southeasterly breeze as the boats 
jockeyed back and forth for position at the starting line in 
the vicinity of 2KR, the red whistle buoy one-half mile off 
the river entrance. 

This race substantially  
differed from those of 
the 19th century in both 
the types of boats 
involved and the courses 
run. The old races 
featured more and 
bigger boats, mostly gaff
-rigged schooners like 
those in the old photo 
on page four, while the 
current one featured 
mostly smaller, jib 
headed sloops like those 
in the photos on this 
page.  While the old 
races were run on a 
closed course, from the 
Shoals and back to the 
starting point, this was to be a òdestinationó or òpursuitó 
race, from the inshore starting line, out across Bigelow 
Bight to the Shoals.  In this type of race the committee 
always tries to plan a course that will provide some 
variation in points of sailñupwind, downwind, etc.ñ
and added interest, rather than just go from start to finish 
in one straight leg.  On Sunday the direction of the breeze 
helped to decide this.  The Shoals lay south southeast of 
the river mouth, putting them directly upwind, òin the 
eye of the windó, as sailors say, from the starting point.  
Sailboats cannot operate closer than 110 degrees off the 
wind at best and must zig-zag or òtackó back and forth to 
go upwind, approximately doubling or tripling the 
straight line distance they have to cover.   

It is barely more than five nautical miles from the river 
mouth to the Shoals, but the actual course run was about 
twelve nautical miles.  (A nautical mile=1.15 statute or 
land miles, one knot of speed= one nautical mile per hour).   

 

Photos: The First Leg & Four Boats Finish by Richard Stanley  

Yacht America by John Bard-Wikimedia File 

The Celia quote on page six and the little decorative features  

in this issue are from her book Among the Isles of Shoals 

On the 19th, starting between 11:30 and 12;00, two courses 
were run, a shorter one, down to the first turn at the 
Gunboat Shoal bell for the cruising class boats which are 
typically slower, and a longer one for the faster racing 
class boats which went down to a point off Hampton 
Beach before turning.  Both went south along shore on the 
first leg òclose reachingóñsailing as close upwind as 
possibleñwith the breeze on their port or left side, and 
then tacked (turned) to take the breeze on the right or 
starboard side, as near upwind as possibleñòclose-hauled 
on the starboard tackó, in sailor lingoñputting the racers 
on a course for the Shoals while the cruisers had to make 
a series of tacks in order to reach the finish in Gosport 
Harbor. 

In the middle afternoon, as the land heated up a bit and 
the onshore breeze helped to boost the light south-
easterly, conditions became more interesting, the boats 
heeled over to the freshening breeze and picked up speed.  

While this was not a 
race to get your blood 
up, all boats made much 
better time during the 
second half of the race 
as the breeze sometimes 
nudged up  to over ten  
or twelve knots.  Boats 
crossed the finish line 
singly and in groups of 
three or four, announced 
by a blast from the horn 
on the committee boat, 
the last arriving about 
4:15.    George Spiecker    
of Rye NH piloted his 
boat, Airtha to first 
place in the cruising 
class and Pike Severance 

of Manchester NH in Crazy Horse took  the racing class. 

The wonderfully warm and fine weather more than 
compensated for the lack of excitement consequent to the 
mild breezes, and much exuberant cheering was heard 
from the crews and the spectators ashore as each boat 
crossed the finish line.  

Following the race, over 300 crew members and 
spectators were treated to a super abundance of food and 
drink, as befits an event of this nature, provided by Star 
Island staff and other volunteers.  The celebration carried 
on through the evening with appropriately robust music 
and huzzahs emanating from boats all around the harbor 
well into the night. 


