
Come enjoy  
design, fiber arts, fine arts,  
crafts, and handmade objects, 

at the Penobscot Marine Museum! 

 

Handmade Highlights 
at the 

Penobscot Marine Museum 

Embroidered Ship, [Fowler-True-Ross House, #14] 
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I n 1882, Jane (Sweetser) Colcord 
gave birth to Joanna C. while sailing aboard the 

CHARLOTTE A. LITTLEFIELD in the Pacific Ocean. 

The following year, in stormy seas off  Cape Horn and 

with only the help of  her husband, Capt. Lincoln A. 

Colcord, she gave birth to Lincoln R. Throughout the 

children’s childhoods, the family often sailed together. Like 

the Colcords, over 60 Searsport children were born at sea. 

Lincoln R. went on to become a writer while Joanna became a social 
worker and an author. Both saw the seafaring life was disappearing 
and worked to ensure that its history was not lost. On her last 
voyage with her parents in 1900-01, Joanna took hundreds of 
photographs. She later gathered sea shanties and words and phrases 
used by sailors into three books. Writings from both Colcords help 
us envision life at sea: 

My brother was early allowed to climb aloft, but this joy was always denied 
me…Also I had to learn to sew and he did not. Tomboy that I was, all this 
irked me deeply, but I toed the mark. (“Childhood at Sea,” Joanna Colcord) 

 
 In 1936, Lincoln R. Colcord helped to start the Penobscot 
Marine Museum (PMM) to save and share the fascinating stories of 

Lincoln and Joanna Colcord onboard the CLARA E. MCGILVERY.  

c. 1889 [Penobscotmarinemuseum.org/photography-collections] 

LB2003.61.1436 
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the people of Penobscot Bay and their voyages at sea. Today, the 
museum continues to share the stories of life along Penobscot Bay 
and beyond. 

History is created by the day-to-day life and ideas and actions of 
well-known people and unknown people. On the Maine coast, 
fibers and fiber-working 
tools figured heavily in daily 
life: ropes and sails, clothing 
sewn on treadle machines, 
handspun yarn for hats & 
mittens, quilts & woven 
coverlets, boats & ships 
built by hand, and more. 
This booklet contains some 
insight into PMM’s exhibits 
and collections with a focus 
on makers and materials. 
While a variety of people 
will enjoy this guide, it was 
created specifically for those with an interest in fibers of all kinds. 

To use this guide: 
1. Choose a tour and read the description 
2. Locate the artifacts using the map on page 4 and the building 
listed in brackets [  ] 

Sewing machine, Colcord stateroom onboard 

Bark HARVARD c. 1890s [Online Photo Archives]  

LB2004.21.2 BM 
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D etails by Hand 
Throughout the 19th century, traditions of  
handwork remained strong. The 
importance of  hand skills and handmade 

pieces is evident throughout the Museum, from the 
embroidered robes, inlaid sewing boxes, ornaments, 
toys, and paintings purchased by sailors, captains and their 
families during voyages, to the woven blankets, the 
decorative embroideries and mourning pieces, and the 

individual portraits 
found at home.  

The beautiful flowers of the 
hair wreath (right photo) 
were created from human 
hair. A variety of twisting 
and braiding techniques with 
some added beads are 
secured by hand stitching. 

Detail, Sailors’ Valentine, Heart and Rose central motif. Likely purchased in Bermuda 

by Capt. or Mrs. Fred L. Hodgkins, late 1800s [Fowler-True-Ross House #14]  

1968.20 

Detail, blue damask silk robe, brocade border, 
souvenir from Asia trade, Capt. Josiah A. 
Colcord, c. 1855 [Merithew House, #3] 

2011.9.1 
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Judging by the variety of colors, the 
maker, Mary J. Black, likely completed 
this wreath with hair collected from many 
family and friends. Victorian hair art 
combined a cultural interest in nature 
with protocols for mourning and 
remembering. Loose hair was given as 
gifts or removed after death and arranged 
into works, from a small piece of jewelry 
to elaborate wreaths like this one. Crafted 
in 1868, this hair wreath is from a 
turbulent and tragic era in American 
history. No doubt Mary J. Black lost 
people she knew in the Civil War, ending 
only a few years earlier, as well as at sea, a 
career with only an 83% survival rate. In 
the mid1800s, there was also a migration 
of New Englanders to the Midwest, 
suggesting she also may have had 
neighbors and family move far away. 
 
Sailors’ valentines and other shellwork appeared in the mid1800s, 
another outgrowth of the Victorian Era interest in nature. The 
valentines are carefully arranged geometric mosaics using hundreds 
of shells, each applied to a cotton batting base. To protect the 
designs, most often featuring hearts, flowers, and traditional nautical 
symbols, the valentines are framed in octagonal wooden cases with 
glass panes. They were gifts from seamen to loved ones at home, 
often after an absence of months or years. Although the romantic 
notion is that they were made aboard ships, the evidence is they 
were made for sale by artisans in the West Indies. 
 
More Details by Hand: 

 Burgundy silk robe, 1998.24.1 [Merithew House, #3] 

 Green and white embroidered silk coat from Shanghai, 1961.8 
[Merithew House, #3] 

 Blue and white wool coverlet woven in 1831 by Nancy Morse Melcher 
for her son, Capt. Benjamin Melcher of Brunswick, ME, 1962.65 
[Fowler-True-Ross House, #14] 

 Mariners Compass pieced quilt made by Emily A. Green, 1953.47 

Detail, hair wreath, 1868  
[Fowler-True-Ross House, #14] 

1959.181 
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T ools of the Trade 
In the 1800s, Maine men and women started 

their days at home, sometimes spinning wool 

from sheep on their farm, domestic sewing, 

and growing, catching, or hunting their own food before 

preparing it. At the quarries, factories, shipyards, and other 

places of  work, much of  the work was done by hand, 

without the aid of  steam, gasoline, or electrical powered 

tools. Specific tools for sewing at home, cutting and 

splitting granite, cutting ice, catching and processing fish 

(see fish nets opposite), farming, lumbering, and building 

a ship and crafting its hardware can be found at PMM. 

Sewing was a vital skill, and, with Maine’s tradition of building 

sailing vessels, sail making was a highly skilled occupation 

accomplished in sail lofts in shipyards along the coast. By the late 

19th century, sailmakers used sewing machines, but some work 

continues to be hand-sewn in traditional sail making even today. 

William H. Hahn’s sailmakers bench including sailmaker’s palm and needles, early 
1900s, Bradbury A-1 heavy-duty sewing machine for leather, used at Bohndell 
Sails, c. 1900, and cordage (rope) machine [Merithew House #3] 

1958.8.1.1, 2009.5, 1984.15 
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The sailmaker’s palm is 

an indispensable tool for 

sail making. It is used to 

push the needle through 

the cloth and comes in a 

seaming palm variety for 

finer operations and a 

roping palm for stouter 

work. The sides of a sail 

needle are triangular with 

rounded edges allowing 

the needle to separate rather than break the threads of the cloth as it 

passes through. The cloth used for sails is a plain weave known as 

duck. Originally woven from often-imported flax (linen), by the 

mid1800s American cotton was gaining popularity on sailing vessels.  

More Tools of the Trade: 

 More working tools [Merithew House, #3, Old Town Hall, #7, & 
Lower Level Duncan Barn, #9] 

 Photographs of workers in Maine’s coastal shipyards, quarries, 
farmyards, forests, and lumberyards [Merithew House, Bldg 3 and 
online at penobscotmarinemuseum.org/photography-collections/] 

Wooden net gauge used to make even loops 

for fishing nets [Merithew House #3]  

Shepard Model P Sewing Machine, produced by 
The Standard Sewing Machine Co. in Cleveland 
Ohio, late 1800s [Fowler-True-Ross House #14]  

1998.9.2 

1973.43 
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Y esterday’s Children 
Along the coast of  Penobscot Bay, children’s 

lives were intimately and uniquely connected 

to the sea. In the 1800s, local, national, and 

international communication and goods traveled by sail or 

steam vessels and every Coastal 

Maine family relied on shipping 

directly or indirectly. The 

children of  sea captains often 

spent large portions of  their 

childhood traveling the world. 

Later, the children of  

“rusticators” and 20th-century 

tourists visited with their 

families and enjoyed the ocean 

recreationally. For example, E. 

B. White’s son enjoyed the 

sailing dingy FAINT ENDEAVOR (1991.16.1), now 

exhibited in the Duncan Barn [#9]. 

Children tied knots to 
create designs, created 
clothing for dolls, took 
part in creating their 
own clothing sewn by 
parents and created 
embroidered pictures. 
Souvenir dolls from far Souvenir dolls, some hand stitched, Origin, 

China & Hong Kong  [Merithew House, #3] 

Cotton floral lace over pink silk, 

worn by children of Capt. Frank P. 

Whittier of the Schooner JOHN 

BOSSERT; sailors onboard made 

the lace.  

[Fowler True Ross House, #14]  

1986.20 

1952.2.1-2, 1952.3.1-3 
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Portrait, oil on canvas, Clara 

B. Nichels, 1854, daughter of 

Capt. David Nickels, Jr. and 

Elizabeth Beals.  Artist, Dolly 

Smith. [Fowler-True-Ross 

House, #14]  

off  countries wearing handmade traditional silk, linen, 
cotton and wool may have been played with here and 
abroad. Toys can be seen in the Fowler-True-Ross House 
[Bldg 14]. Clothing has always been affected by fashion 
and the Savage Education Center contains a metal hoop 
skirt a young girl would have worn under her dress and 
one or two petticoats to achieve a full shape! Other pieces 
of  clothing, purchased abroad or made by sailors, survive 
in the museum collection. 
 
Paintings of  children help us to visualize their lives and 
the textiles of  their times and can create further questions. 
For example, “Clara B. Nickels” painted by Searsport artist 
Dolly Smith shows us a child, born in 1852, with a 
beautiful dress, lacy undergarment, hat and shoes.  Notice 
the bright blue dress. Only natural dyes were used until the 
1850s and blue was a color used but not so simply created 
as others. Was it dyed from locally-grown woad or from 
indigo arriving in Boston from the Tropics, then shipped 
downeast to Maine? Or was the fabric imported? 

1991.4 
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S hips & Boats 
         From a birchbark canoe to a fully-rigged 
ship, form follows function. The Wabanaki 
needed a canoe light enough to portage (carry 

over land). They realized birchbark is malleable and wood 

could be steamed to bend, and their resulting ákʷitən (that 
which floats lightly) met their needs. Lobsterman and 
lifesaving stations needed peapods to be sturdy enough to 
handle rough seas and also a pointed bow and stern to get 
in and out of  Maine’s rocky coasts. But a peapod would be 
too heavy and long to serve as a dinghy or ship’s boat.  
 
When building a sailing vessel in 19th century Maine, the owner and 
builder decided on the basic size and shape of the hull and how it 
would be rigged. Square sails are excellent for sailing the trade winds 
across oceans while fore-and-aft (schooner) sails are better at sailing 
close to the wind along the coast. Next, the designer or master 
carpenter carved a half model, made from a number of boards 

pinned together. Once finished and 
approved, the designer separated the 
layers of wood and traced them. 
These are called the lines of a ship. To 
see the intricate process of scaling up 
from the half-model lines to the full-
size ship, visit the exhibit in the 
Carver Memorial Library lobby. In the 
1800s Searsport had 11 shipyards and 
produced over 200 wooden sailing 
vessels. Remnants of those wharves 
can be seen along the shoreline. 

 
More Ships & Boats: 
 Model Fishing Schooner T. M. 
NICHOLSON, 1986.12[Old Town Hall] Penobscot-built birchbark canoe 

2006 [Fowler-True-Ross Barn #13] 

2006.12 
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Ship Brig Bark 

Sloop 

Schooner Barkentine 

Hermaphrodite 
Brig 

Brigantine 

How to identify 19th century sailing vessels: 
Look at the number of masts and design of the sails. 

 

Painting of bark MOONBEAM by C.J. 

Waldron. Built by William McGilvery in 

Searsport in 1859, ship logs in PMM archives! 

1873 [Fowler True Ross House #14]  

2009.11 

Wooden dinghy, carried on deck 
of schooner TABOR BOY, c. 
1921[Merithew House #3]  

1984.1.1 
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A nd don’t miss these! 
There are so many fascinating things to see 
and do at the Penobscot Marine Museum, 
we can’t include them all in this guide! Some 

highlights and fan favorites not yet covered include Susan 
Tobey White’s works in Lobstering Women of  Maine, Brian 
White’s shell sculpture, the Buttersworth paintings, and 
the Museum Gift Shop. 

In Lobstering Women of Maine, 
Belfast artist Susan Tobey 
White captures Maine’s 
lobster industry through her 
brightly colored paintings of 
lobster women at work. The 
vibrant acrylic paintings 
present the lobster industry, 
explores Maine’s traditions 
and heritage, and reveals the 
strength of women. White 
appreciates the hard working 
women in the lobster 
industry, and was inspired to depict them in her art. She portrays 
women from the coast and islands of Maine from Ogunquit to 

Stonington. 

Maine artist Brian White, born on 
the coast in Friendship, Maine, 
now living in Union, is an 
imaginative and resourceful self- 
taught artist. Originally intrigued 
by the mussel shells he brought 
home from walks along the shore, 
Brian improvised the techniques 
needed to create the shapes he 
wanted.  He works with a diamond 

“Maine Lobsterman Monhegan Island,” 
2007 shell sculpture, Artist, Brian 
White, Union [Old Town Hall, #7]  

2008.6  

“Ruthie,” 2019 acrylic on canvas, Artist, 
Susan Tobey White, Belfast. Exhibit, 
Lobstering Women of Maine [Old Town Hall, #7] 

L2019.2  
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“Brailing Up” c. 1860, oil on canvas, Artist, James E. Buttersworth  
[Main Street Gallery & Visitors Center, #1]  

1979.79.24.1 

bladed cutter, glue, a welder, and shells from all over the 
world. His first shellwork piece was a dress and he felt it 
was "a good way to talk about people and life." His 
sculpture “Maine Lobsterman Monhegan Island,” 

inspired by the iconic fisherman's plaid shirt, is made of precisely 
cut and shaped colored shells set onto a delicately constructed metal 
framework. For White, the piece conveys the powerful bulk of the 
fishermen. 

PMM has 24 oil paintings from the British Buttersworth family. 
Thomas Buttersworth, Sr. and his sons Thomas Buttersworth, Jr. 
and James Buttersworth became well known for their marine 
paintings. Thomas Buttersworth Sr. served in the Royal Navy and is 
best-known for his paintings of marine battles. Little is known 
about his son, Thomas Buttersworth, Jr., and for years they were 
thought to be one person. James Buttersworth’s dramatic paintings 
are exceptional for their high level of detail, depiction of light and 
weather, and the dynamic interplay between humans and the sea. 

 
Don’t forget to visit the Museum Gift Shop for nautical 

souvenirs, books, hand-crafted items, & postcards featuring 

images from PMM’s extensive photo archives! 
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Please give us your thoughts: 

1. Did you enjoy using this guide? Y / N 

2. Would you use this guide again? Y / N 

3. What artifacts would you choose to 

include in this guide?

________________________________ 

________________________________ 

4. What else would you like us to know? 

________________________________ 

________________________________ 

The mission of the Penobscot Marine Museum is to preserve, interpret, and 
celebrate the maritime culture of the Penobscot Bay region and beyond through 

collections, education, and community engagement. 

 The Museum is open 7 days a week, Memorial Day weekend 
through the 3rd weekend in October, and closed in winter.   
Museum offices, research library, and photo archives are open year 
round. Call 207-548-2529 to make an appointment. 

Open Monday- Saturday 10-5 & Sunday 12-5 

(207) 548-2529 

P.O. Box 498  Searsport, ME 04974 

Visitor Center: 40 E Main St Searsport, ME 04974 
www.penobscotmarinemuseum.org 

 
Each photo in this guide includes the object ID number, a unique 
identifier that allows PMM to keep track of the object in files and our 
database. Most items throughout the museum are labeled with their ID 
number and you can use that number in our online catalog to find out 
more information (if available) and to request prints. 
Check it out here: penobscotmarinemuseum.pastperfectonline.com 


