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Of the many personalities that stand out in the 
331 years of Mattapoisett’s history, perhaps that 
of Joseph Meigs is one of the more interesting. 
Vincent Meigs, a widower, and his three sons came 
from England during the great Puritan Migration 
to the Bay Colony in 1634.  Five generations later, 
Joseph Meigs was born on September 11, 1776 
(the date is an interesting one in light of past and 
present events) to John and Alice Dexter Meigs 
in Rochester.  Joseph grew up as a boy on his 
father’s farm and during the summer months, John 
Meigs would send his son down to the harbor in 
Mattapoisett Village with a tip cart filled with fruits 
and vegetables to sell to the men in the shipyards. 
Young Joseph soon found that he preferred the 
smells of the sea and freshly cut lumber to the 
dust and strong odors of the barnyard, so in his 
mid-teens he signed on as an apprentice 
caulker in one of the shipyards ringing 
the harbor front.  He learned the skill 
quickly and soon moved on to the actual 
construction of the ship’s hull as an assistant 
shipwright. He possessed a love of learning 
which was fueled by an insatiable curiosity.  
His mother would say of him, “If you 
are looking for Joseph you will find him 
curled up with a book in a quiet spot in 
the barnyard.”  The same held true for the 
shipyard and the noon hour would find him 
studying manuals concerning shipbuilding.  
Within a few years, ship carpenters were 
seeking his advice.

About 1800, Joseph Meigs, now a master carpenter 
in his own right, bought a piece of land on the 
north side of Water Street in Mattapoisett.  There 
was a small building on the east side of the parcel 
which, during the next two years, he enlarged and 
set up a tavern and general store on the first floor, 
with his living quarters on the second floor.  Within 
a few years, he purchased another piece of property 
on the waterfront just west of today’s public beach 
and proceeded to set up his own shipyard. 

It is hard to believe, but also during this same 
span of time he became enamored with politics 
and the study of law.  He made numerous trips to 
Boston, frequently stopping in Pembroke where he 
made the acquaintance of a young woman, Amelia 
Loring.  The chemistry must have been right for 
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after a brief courtship they were married and in 
ten years time, had five children.  Amelia had 
the same knack for business as Joseph, and she 
took over the running of the store and tavern on 
Mattapoisett’s busy waterfront.  In the store one 
could buy everything “from a needle to an anchor, 
coarse home spun to the finest silk, or a penny 
whistle to a German flute.”  And through the 
Tavern’s doorway trooped thirsty captains, sailors, 
farmers and ship’s carpenters with many tales to 
tell. 

With Amelia to oversee the store and tavern, 
Joseph was free to spend several months each 
winter in Savannah, Georgia where he became 
engaged in the commission business dealing with 
naval stores, lumber, sugar, molasses, and cotton. 
His clients were the whaling merchants (Rotches, 
Howlands and Rodmans) of New Bedford and 
within a few years he accumulated considerable 
wealth.  In 1816, with his law degree behind 
him, he became a recognized Trial Justice and 
was elected to represent the Rochester Township, 
which included Marion and Mattapoisett, at 
the Great and General Court in Plymouth. 
In 1829, Joseph Meigs, now known as Squire 
Meigs, was elected to the Massachusetts House 
of Representatives and in 1838 he became a State 
Senator. 

During this same span of time, the Meigs 
shipyard on the Mattapoisett waterfront became 
one of the most famous yards on the coast.  Ships 
built in the Meigs’ yard were known far and 
wide for the quality of their construction and 
the completeness of their design.  Squire Meigs 
was the first to actively contract for his vessels 
with the whaling merchants and agents in New 
Bedford and Nantucket.  This was a practice soon 
followed by the Holmes, Cannons and Barstows 
of Mattapoisett.  The Squire, too busy with his 
other pursuits to give the yard full attention, hired 
only the best craftsmen in the trade.  Ebenezer 
Cannon, Jr. was the master carpenter at the Meigs 
yard for many years.  A number of the whalers 
launched from the yard sailed for the firm of 
Joseph Meigs and Sons with Mattapoisett being 
their home port.  Two such ships were the Joseph 
Meigs and the Sarah (named for his daughter). 
Squire Meigs owned a bake shop on Water Street 
where all the bread and hardtack to provision his 
whalers was baked.  It was said, “if you sailed for 
the Squire, you had the best food afloat.” 

Because Mattapoisett was such a busy port with 
its eight shipyards and some thirty vessels actively 
engaged in whaling, Squire Meigs successfully 
caused an Act to be passed in 1834 by Congress 
for the erection of light houses and beacons in 

Whaler Mattapoisett 

built in Meigs’ Shipyard 

1836



     3

Mattapoisett Historical Society

Buzzard’s Bay.  Unfortunately, there was no 
immediate funding but after two years of 
persistent effort and with the assistance of 
John Quincy Adams, money was appropriated 
for the construction of a lighthouse on 
Ned’s Point at the entrance of the harbor.  
Leonard Hammond, another shipyard and 
tavern owner in Mattapoisett, received the 
government contract for the building of the 
structure and the light (whale oil lamp) was 
lighted for the first time March 21, 1838. 

Tragedy struck the Meigs family in 1841 when 
Joseph Meigs, Jr. died at the early age of thirty-
two.  Young Joseph had been “the apple of his 
father’s eye” and had possessed the same love of 
learning and active nature as his father.  He was 
listed as first partner in the firm of Meigs and 
Sons, and with his father, oversaw the running 
of the shipyard, tavern, store, and all business 
matters.  Joseph, Jr. was a deeply compassionate 
person with an interest in medicine and often 
sat up with the sick as was the custom.  On this 
occasion, the individual had pneumonia and 
after sitting for several hours in the hot stuffy 
room, Joseph went out into the cold, contracted 
pneumonia himself and died.  His death broke his 
father’s heart and was a blow from which the old 
man never recovered.  Squire Meigs passed away 
September 23, 1846 at the age of 70. 

The younger son, Loring Meigs, took over 
the family firm and ran the shipyard until it 
closed in the depression of 1857 shortly before 
the Civil War.  He had never been looked on 
favorably by his father, but he was successful in 
his business ventures, especially in the building 
of the Fairhaven Branch Railroad through 
Mattapoisett in 1855.  The Meigs name survives 
today as the original tavern which is now the 
Kinsale Inn right on the waterfront facing the 
harbor as it always has. 

Squire Meigs loved his town and even though 
he did not live long enough to see Mattapoisett’s 
separation from the Town of Rochester in 1857, 
he must have been involved in the original legal 
overtures which began twenty years earlier in 
1837.  For nearly a hundred years, stately elm 
trees graced the streets of Mattapoisett and gave 
shade from the hot summer sun.  Squire Meigs 
bought and had the trees planted before his death 
in 1846.  It is interesting to note that elms were 
planted along the streets of Nantucket at about the 
same time.  Did Squire Meigs carry the concept of 
shaded streets to that island when he negotiated 
contracts for his ships with the Coffins, Freemans 
and Macys, or did he bring the idea back with 
him to Mattapoisett?  We will never know and the 
beautiful trees were blown down in the hurricanes 
of 1938 and 1954.

Ned’s Point Light and keeper’s house
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A Fun Fall Festival
By Jennifer McIntire

Beautiful weather, bushels of fresh apples, plenty of pumpkins, and many children – needless to say, our 
Fall Festival was a great success. Young and old alike raved about the fresh cider pressed on the spot by Tom 
and Wendy Copps and their many helpers (especially steadfast assistants Murray and Lowell).  A steady 
flow of families carved and decorated pumpkins and gourds with Katherine Gaudet.  Lisa Hill and I were 
troubleshooters for the old-fashioned apple peeler contraptions – a remarkably popular attraction. Brendan 
McIntire enjoyed sharing the magic of the Foley food mill that created applesauce, every last bit of which 
was consumed. Each of the families in attendance were given a pumpkin to carve.  First, the children drew 
the face on the surface of the pumpkin.  Then, under the supervision of Katherine Gaudet, they carved out 
the eyes, nose and mouth. The seeds were saved to roast later at home. For smaller tots, there were gourds to 

(continued on next page)

Summer Events: 
Open House and Ice Cream Social

By Jennifer McIntire

The weather cooperated for well-attended events at 
the Historical Museum this summer.  Our summer 
exhibit, “Mattapoisett: A Working Waterfront,” 
opened at a reception teeming with an enthusiastic 
crowd.  Highlighted was the huge mural by 
Clifford Ashley of the coast from the Connecticut 
River to Plymouth currently being restored by the 
Historical Society.  Eloise Ricciardelli put together 
an informative display of complementary objects to 
illustrate the many trades and skills used along the 
Mattapoisett waterfront. Also on view were several 
oil paintings by Clifford Ashley borrowed from 
the Library and Friends Academy in Dartmouth.  
Visitors enjoyed the permanent collection as well as 
refreshments in the Carriage House.  

At our annual Ice Cream Social on July 28, five 
gallons of vanilla ice cream generously donated by 
Oxford Creamery, was eagerly consumed by 
Mattapoisett citizens of all ages. The youngest eaters 
enjoyed most of the large variety of toppings. It was 
a beautiful evening with nary a mosquito in sight. 
Many visitors lingered after their desert and toured 
the summer exhibition. 

Yachts, Boats, and Boat Shops: 
Mattapoisett 1940-1980 

as Seen Through the Camera Lens of 
Norman Fortier 

A PowerPoint Presentation by Seth Mendell
By Jennifer McIntire

The superb photographs of Norman Fortier (1919 - 
2010) allowed Seth Mendell to educate and 
reminisce with a room-full of interested listeners 
about the yachts, boats and boat shops of 
Mattapoisett.  The audience enjoyed the many 
portraits of yachts under sail and the stories about 
owners, races, and storms that accompanied the 
images. Seth also highlighted the inventions and 
innovations of Fred Brownell and Allan Vaitses. Their 
work at Burr Brothers, Mattapoisett Boatyard, and 
the early years of their own boatyards were vividly 
recalled with a combination of factual history and 
personal anecdotes. It was standing-room only at this 
well-received lecture on August 19 in the Library’s 
meeting room. 
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A Fun Fall Festival (continued)

decorate with googly eyes and markers. Bette Roberts and Seth Mendell were busy giving tours to interested 
visitors.  Jim Broadwater also helped to make sure the day unfolded safely and happily. 

The day was such a great success that the Museum has decided to make it an annual event. Many children and 
some adults left the event looking decidedly different than when they arrived thanks to some very creative face 
painters. Of course, the success of this event is thanks to many generous contributors. In total four bushels 
of apples were donated by Peter’s Orchard in Acushnet and the Rochester Apple Orchard on New Bedford 
Road in Rochester. Kenny’s Farm Stand in Fairhaven contributed pumpkins and gourds at a discount. Nate 
Bekemeier delivered his authentic cider press to the game Copps family. All in all this year’s Fall Festival was 
fun!

Photos courtesy of Lisa Hill
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Curator’s Corner
By Bette Roberts

It was another busy summer in and around the museum.  From the Open House on June 30 through closing 
for the summer on August 28, more than 300 visitors enjoyed the Clifford Ashley mural and the related 
exhibit on “Mattapoisett – A Working Waterfront.”

While the hot sticky weather was a factor, many enjoyed the Art Show and Sale and Harbor Days the 
weekend of July 16.  Both of these events were well received and benefited the Museum.

Many thanks to the people who served as docents in the museum,  manned the booth at Harbor Days or 
helped with details of the Art Show & Sale.  Your help is always greatly appreciated.

All in all, it was a good summer and we thank you for your support. 

Over the summer months we were fortunate to receive some interesting items to add to our collection.    
They include:

A Cobbler’s last      Swordfish sword
Barlow Cemetery gravestone rubbings   Book about the Delano Family
Receipt from the Atsatt Bros. store dated 5/6/1906  Information on the Bolles Family   
The Church by the Town Beach - St. Phillip’s Book Photographs and information about Francis Millet
Whales, Wharves and Waterways book by Clifford Ashley
A packet of early photographs taken of various Mattapoisett areas

If you have any items that you feel the Historical Society would like to have for their collection, please 
contact us at 508-758-2844.

2010  Current and Upcoming Programs

December 5, 2:00 pm Nautical Christmas Crafts and Caroling for Children

February 6, 2:00 pm Cuttyhunk and the Elizabethan Islands Chapter II by Seth Mendell

March 6, 2:00 pm  WWII Stories by Martin Smith and Norman Cayer

April TBD Clifford Ashley Conservation by Gianfranco Pocobene

While some of the information is still incomplete as we go to press, we want to be sure you know what the 
Historical Society has planned for you!

Annual Appeal
Our annual appeal is currently underway.  We hope that you will consider making a gift to help 
support the Mattapoisett Historical Society and our latest acquisition of the Clifford Ashley mural.  
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Word Search 
By Lisa Hill

Fortier

t a o b t s a f h b c o e e b n l v e
a t y l u i o l t t h b z t s y c a c
s a r k s z e d d y d u f f a o o i b

l l e h r e z o o p d l n c a h y t r
o w o s b b n a a s i c h f b a u s p
w p o o w n r y r l o t s i r b t e d
s r a e p r b r a d s h r o a y a s a
i r e c y e z r i w b c e t e r e s i
d w o b l o c k i s l a n d s e k d d
e s s d h u o d v d s y y o r y r e r
s a t i s r c h d w m k n o o e a h o
b l u o a p h o t o g r a p h s l o c
b u l c t h c a y d r o f d e b w e n
o o r e i t r o f w o y c a n b o s r
w w i r n t p o z b n w r r o r d r o
w l c z b w b e e t l e c a t k a t c
a e u t p r o r w c i n t s s o e s k
v f w b e r o r l k s s b r t e m d y
e a a o v e f s b n p r e d p e b e v

beetle cat
block island
boats
bow wave
bristol
brownell
burr bros
buzzard bay
corncordia

dory
eddy duff
fastboat
fortier
leeboard
lowside
meadowlark
new bedford yacht club
new york yacht club

olsen yawl
pearson
photographs
shops
sloop
stonehorse
vaitses
yachts
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Become a member today!
     Individual $20.00
     Family $30.00
     Life - Individual $150.00
   Life - Family $200.00
     Special Gift - $  

Please make check payable to:
Mattapoisett Historical Society

Post Office Box 535
Mattapoisett, MA 02739

Name:         
Address:               
 City:         
 State:     Zip:    
 Phone: (        )       
 E-mail:          @        

Thank you for your generous support.

Can you identify this object?
This mid 19th century handcrafted tin candle-
stick conceals something in its base...any ideas?

Find the answer on our website at 
www.mattapoisetthistoricalsociety.org. 

     Fifty years of preserving the past for the benefit of the future.  


