Westbrook Historical Society
"A Society That Preserves the Past"

Winter 2014

Purpose:
The Westbrook Historical Society meets regularly in its rooms at the Community Center at 426 Bridge Street,
Westbrook at 1:30 pm on the first Wednesday of each month.
The purpose of the Society is to bring together those people interested in the history of Westbrook, and to
discover, collect, and preserve any materials and objects which establish and illustrate the history of the area.

∞∞∞∞

Reminder: Dues were due on June 1, 2014.

Conant Burying Ground
The Conant Burying Ground, a private
cemetery, was donated to the City of
Westbrook by Ellie Conant Saunders.
Located off Conant Street, the cemetery
would be provided regular maintenance
and protected from any future sale of the
property by a fund set up by Mrs.
Saunders who is a direct descendant of
some of the first permanent settlers in
Westbrook, such as brothers Joseph and
Samuel Conant, who are buried in the
cemetery.
According to information compiled by the Westbrook Historical Society, there are 28 plots at the site,
including veterans of the Revolutionary War and the War of 1812. The oldest grave in the cemetery belongs to
Joseph Conant, who died in 1765.

∞∞∞∞

Westbrook Historical Society loses a Long Time Member
When Eleanor Conant Saunders died on November 22, 2014 at the age of 94 at her Conant Street
home, the Westbrook Historical Society lost a dedicated long time member. She had recently seen
her wishes to donate the Conant Burying Ground to the City of Westbrook completed. Known as
“Ellie”, she was instrumental in founding the Society and was at one time, Director.

Westbrook Historical Society Newsletter

Winter 2014

1

Mike Sanphy, President of the Society, remembers her as a good friend and great historian, an
inspiration to all in the research and preservation of Westbrook history. She maintained a large
private collection of historical items at her home on Conant Street – the home she was born in.
She was the wife of the late Westbrook Mayor, Donald Saunders. Her ancestors were known to be
among the first permanent settlers of the city. Brothers Joseph and “Samuel Conant who came from
Massachusetts operated the first saw and first mills.
∞∞∞∞

Importance of Family Stories - Thatcher Freund
Our program in October stressed the value of stories. Thatcher Freund said nearly all human knowledge is
based on stories. Life is complicated and that’s what makes it interesting. Stories help explain our emotions
and put them into words. Talk to those older relatives while they are still around and write down their
remembrances.
At the Historical Society are many family scrapbooks which give insights into family life and history of our area.
A group of letters from a World War I soldier to his family talking about the day to day experiences gives a
glimpse of recollections and emotions of a young soldier away from home in a perilous situation that we can
share even though most of us have never been in anything like WWI.
Snippets from Letters from France – A Collection of letters from Eugene Currier during WWI
Donated by William Currier to the Westbrook Historical Society
April 20, 1918 – France. We have a nice YMCA here and can buy anything we need. They sell cookies, candy,
nuts and tobacco. My pay is $36 a month and I’m sending you $20 and my insurance is $3. I have $13 a
month for spending.
Sept 1917 – The YMCA is packed with soldiers writing to their old folks at home. They have sent all our horses
away and it makes it much easier for us we don’t have to feed anymore.
July 14, 1918 – Oscar Rocheleau and all the Westbrook boys are well and happy. The weather here is good,
we had a little rain today. Today is a field day it is a holiday something like the 4 th of July. We are going to
have all kinds of games, run races jumping and so forth.
March 29, 1918 – Young Rocheleau met some of the boys from Westbrook the other day, he meet Nat Bishop,
George Sampson, Young Pomerloe, and a few others. The French people are planting their gardens. The
women do as much work as the men here. We are in a small town behind the lines. We are billeted in French
houses which they left.
August 10, 1918 France – Just now I am in a small town near where we are camped and it’s a nice little place. I
and a couple of other fellow had dinner with some French people. They are very nice and treat us like a
mother would. For a while I felt as if I was at home. I have seen a lot of France, but have not been to Paris
yet.
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From the collection of Ernest Rowe. WWI soldiers taken in France
February 19, 1919 – The transportation conditions in this country are pretty bad now. That is all that is
holding us up from going home sooner, I think. …The time seems long to me now that this war is over. Our
division was supposed to be one of the first to go home, and instead we have been sidetracked and the other
troops that never saw the front are going home ahead of us. I saw a piece in a Boston paper, that said, “Is this
the reward that our New England boys get after sacrificing their lives on the front and going through all the
hardships of the war, and then to be the last to return. There will be trouble if this division isn’t home soon.
February 23, 1919 – We had a big review last Wednesday by General Pershing.

∞∞∞
A scrapbook from the Boucher Family offers the following interesting comments on day to day life at an
earlier time.
In June 1924, a washing machine salesman came to my parents’ house. He brought the machine in the house
for a free demonstration, and he washed a big pile of clothing in less than an hour. It used to take my mother
an awfully long time to wash this much clothing with the washboard. My mother said, “Oh no, this machine is
not leaving this house.” My father bought it for her.
The year was 1928 and Calvin Coolidge was president. My parents bought an 80 acre farm on River Road in
Westbrook. Today this is known as the Ponderosa Golf Course.
We had a floor model radio in the living room, a Majestic. In the kitchen we had a Glenwood wood stove. It
was gray. In the dining room there was a table, chairs, buffet, and a china cabinet. My mother bought this set
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when she got married and they had it at every place they lived. On the front of the house the windows had
green awnings with white stripes.
My mother worked very hard on the farm, cooking meals for the hired help as well as for the family. She
baked bread, made butter, maple syrup, and she canned everything that came from the garden – tomatoes,
carrots, corn, beets etc. She also made clothing for my brothers, sisters and I. In the summer time my mother
made homemade ice cream with a machine that had to be cranked by hand. This machine was packed in ice
with rock salt on it to keep it cold. My mother made the most delicious ice cream. The ingredients she used
were vanilla, sugar, cream, eggs, and fresh strawberries.
When we were sick, she would make medicine from golden rod that we picked from the field. She would boil
the goldenrod, and add sugar and menthol. She kept it in a dish on the back of the stove.
There was no modern equipment at this farm. The haying was done by hand with a scythe. It had two
handles. My father would walk through the field swinging this tool back and forth. When the blade would get
dull he would sharpen it with a hoe that he kept in his pocket. Then a horse would pull a machine through the
field that would gather the hay into clumps. My father or the hired help would pitch fork the hay into a wagon
and take it into the barn. There was no baling machine.
In approximately 1934, attendance at St. Hyacinth’s School was so high there wasn’t enough room for all the
classes at the school. The church had found a vacant hall on North Street and converted it into classrooms.
This school was called Le Petit Canada (Little Canada). Years later this building was known as Fortin’s
Furniture. There were two second grades in this building and two third grades. My second grade teacher was
Sister Heloise. Sister Evelyn was my 3rd grade teacher and I had her again in 65th grade. My 8th grade teacher
was Sister Alfred. For half the day our classes were in French and the other half of the day in English.
The school uniform for girls was a black dress with a stiff, white, removable collar. Boys wore dress pants, a
white shirt, and a tie. My second grade teacher, Sister Heloise, had some prizes to give away for those who
wore their uniform all year. The nuns were strict and used the strap on kids who didn’t behave. The Jacques
were smart alecks and got the strap a lot. We had a name for kids who went to Bridge Street School – Bridge
Street Bums.
St. Hyacinth School and Brown Street School below.

∞∞∞

From an Interview with Stella Blanchette and her sister Mary Anne Blanchet
Stella and her siblings all grew up bilingual as they mother did not speak English with the family. Mary Ann
said her schooling to help him with his learning of American History and she accompanied her father to the
ceremony where he received his naturalization papers.
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One story was about their father who was chosen to be in the Russian Army when the Russians invaded
Poland (WWI). He told his daughters that he never would have learned to read and write if it were not for
being in the army. He told his family that he was in charge of guarding the wine cellar at the Kremlin. His
brother (Stella’s Uncle) was pulled out of his bed to join the Russian Army and was sent to Siberia. He escaped
from Siberia and joined the English resistance after he escaped and landed in Iran.
From an Interview with Mrs. Percival Bachelder – Memories of the freshet of 1869
I have quite vivid memories from it. I don’t know really why the word freshet was always used, but it was. It
was the worst natural disaster that ever happened to Westbrook. Two bridges went out; part of the mill, the
S. D. Warren Mill, was all gone at the end of the freshet, and I with my parents stood on one of those bridges
at noon, and the next morning the bridge was gone. Part of Main Street at the west end was impassible from
the blocks of ice which had backed up from the river, and the damage was estimated in millions. That doesn’t
sound like much now, but it was a great loss to both mills of the town, Dana Warp and S. D. Warren. Most of
Main Street in that end of town was inundated.
And it happened again in 1996.

Flood of 1996, Saco Street Bridge gone
From an Interview with Ruth Smith
There was a neighbor who lived two or three houses from me; she used to sell liquor to farmers who used to
go up through to Windham and other places. The ones who drank didn’t get it in town; they used to come out
here to the house where this old lady lived. She didn’t have much of an income. She used to bring up children
who didn’t have homes. She had brought up 24 children. Lawyers or somebody would give her so much a
week for getting them out of a scrape, then she sold liquor on the side. Somebody complained about her
because farmers would stay awhile, get liquor in them and start hollering and shouting and disturbing the
neighborhood. They had to search her house. Where did she get the liquor? A girl she brought up she sent
into town with a valise to get her liquor somehow. She used to bring it out to her mother – she called her
mother. When they came to search her house they didn’t ask her to get up. Come to find out she was sitting
on an old fashioned pot chair, and she had the liquor under that and she was sitting on it, and they never
found it.

Shouldn’t you be writing down those stories that are remembered in your family?
∞∞∞
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President’s Message
As our Bicentennial Year, 2014 comes to an end with the official closing of the new Time Capsule we will
continue with the work of the Westbrook Historical Society in the gathering and preservation of
Historical Data and items for future generations. I am proud to say that the Historical Society played a
large role in the Bicentennial Celebration and having the official closing of the Time Capsule at the
Historical Society shows that our City Officials recognize the importance of our work and dedication. City
Clerk Lynda Adams was the official Chairperson of the Bicentennial Committee and she did a phenomenal
job of putting everything together, Thank you Lynda, I am proud to have worked with you on the
Committee. On a more solemn note, Ellie Saunders passed away on November 22, 2014 at the age of 94.
Ellie was one of the Historical Society’s, Faithful Lifetime members who was always willing to share her
knowledge and Historical Materials Collection. Ellie will always be remembered for her dedication to
Westbrook, its People and History. I hope everyone has a Great Holiday Season and I will look forward to
seeing you in the new year. Mike Sanphy, President
Contact Information: info@westbrookhistoricalsociety.org Telephone 207-854-5588
Officers: President- Mike Sanphy , Vice President- Roberta Wyer Dutton Morrill , Secretary- Ellen Burrill,
Treasurer- Nancy Joy Curran
Open Saturday and Tuesday mornings from 9 am to noon.
Our website: www.westbrookhistoricalsociety.org – gives a fascinating outline of the Collections, Research
Library and Exhibitions of the Society.

Westbrook Historical Society
426 Bridge Street
Westbrook, ME 04092
Tel: 854-5588
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