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The Meadow Vole’s Mishap
 And Other Tales

Chatham’s Age Of 
Wind Power, Part 2
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by Susan Mulgrew
In the early 1800s, a third use of

wind power changed the appearance of 
Chatham’s coast. Since the beginning 
of the Revolutionary War, access to 
salt from British colonies in the Carib-
bean had been disrupted. After the war, 
the federal government implemented 

on imports. This threatened Chatham’s 

preserve the catch.
Early attempts to

produce salt locally 
by solar evaporation 
of seawater were not 
economically viable.
One of the greatest 
obstacles was the la-

evaporation vats with 
sea water. Capt. John 
Sears of Dennis, who 
developed many of 
the structures and pro-
cesses used in Cape Cod’s salt industry, 
initially carried seawater to the vats in 
buckets. This process became more 

bilge pump salvaged from a shipwreck 

of Harwich suggested that Sears use a 
windmill to operate the pump, did salt 
manufacturing became practical and 

Ryder was also experimenting with 
making salt by evaporating seawater.
Hearing of Captain Sears’ innovations, 
Ryder rode to Dennis to examine 
Sears’ saltworks.  Impressed by what 
he saw, Ryder paid a royalty of $40 to 
use the designs that Sears had recently 
patented.  He then sent a vessel to

up all along the town’s harbors, coves, 
and saltwater ponds.  At the peak of 
the salt manufacturing era during the 
1830s, there may have been as many as 
80 saltworks in Chatham, each with a 
windmill.  David Crowell said that he 
could see 28 windmills along Ryder’s 
Cove.

the view of the shore during the salt 

water in the manufacture of salt were 
almost as abundant as the gulls that 

And, “The air was alive with windmills 
in every direction and the amount of 

salt produced annually was said to be 

of salt production in Chatham occurred 
in 1831, when the town’s saltworks 
produced 36,800 bushels.

salt manufacturing industry was not 

revenue for the federal government, 
not to protect domestic salt produc-

repealed beginning in 
the 1830s, salt manu-
facturing on Cape Cod 
declined.  By the mid-
1840s, the amount 
of salt produced was 
half the peak levels of 
the previous decade.

the only remaining 
saltworks in Cha-
tham, and this ceased 
operating by1886.

Developing technology, especially 
the steam engine, led to a decline 
of Chatham’s other wind powered 
ventures. The construction of steam-

whose large-scale production, along 
with rapid and reliable overland 
transportation by rail (using steam 
locomotives), meant that it cost less 

than to have their own grain ground 

were seven wind-powered gristmills 

only the Godfrey Windmill was still 
operating.  Railroads and steamboats 
also siphoned business away from 
wind-powered packet boats and coastal 
trading vessels, eventually putting an 
end to Chatham’s age of wind power.

by Kaimi Rose Lum
On a quiet afternoon in June, a few 

weeks before the library re-opened 
fully to the public, a visitor scurried in, 

sign. He or she — we’re not sure which 
— ran under the curbside pick-up table 
wedged between the open front doors 
and proceeded into the main lobby. 

of the librarian at the circ desk and, 
-

take, swerved in a panic to the right, 
shot through a gap 
in an iron railing 
and tumbled over 
the edge of a stair-
well. A few seconds 
later, a thud echoed 
upward from the 
large print area on 
the lower level.

Jamie, the librar-
ian at the circ desk, 
hurried to the rail-
ing and peered over. The creature lay 
still on the carpeted platform in the 
alcove below. She could see that it 
was some sort of burrowing animal, 
too big to be a mole, too cute to be 
a rat, and her instincts told her that 
it was not dead but merely stunned. 
Small rodents and their relations tend 

when I heard it ‘plop,’ I knew it kind 

protective gloves from the workroom 
and headed down the stairs.
  Her hunch was right; the animal 

up gently and carried it up to the main 
level and out the delivery door in back, 
talking to it in reassuring tones as it 
began to squirm around. In a shady 
spot under the rhododendrons she let 

I returned from lunch, sorry to have 
missed the excitement.

looked like a really big mouse with a 

Sophisticated researchers that we 
are, we quickly Googled “really big 

a screenful of photographs of the 
meadow vole, microtus pennsylvani-

dubbed the vole Sir Charles Whisker-
ton (and assigned him a gender). We 
suspect he lives on under the mulched 
banks of perennials lining the front 
walkway, from which he strayed that 
day.

had Sir Whiskerton escaped detection 
and been locked inside the library for 
the rest of the weekend — we imagine 
he’d have been worthy of the kind of 
picture-book fantasies on our shelves. 

of a tiny bibliophile named Sam who 
lives in a hole in the wall behind the 
children’s reference books. At night, 
when the people have left and the 
library is all his, Sam reads everything 
he can get his paws on. Life goes on 
in this wonderful way until his head is 
so full of “facts and information and 

is inspired to write some books of his 
own.

story of a rabbit 
who develops a 
hunger for books 
while eavesdrop-
ping on outdoor 
story hour. When 
the program moves 
inside for the win-

to sneak in through 
the book return at 

night and smuggle stacks of books out 

and Bunny’s other woodland friends 

dawn. Only a canny librarian who 
suspects something is amiss can spoil 
their fun — or will she make proper 
patrons of them instead?

True story: a bunny once ran into 

the Eastham Library’s cat, on a high-
octane chase through the stacks. This 
was back in the day when libraries 
were allowed to have pets. Probably 
Sir Whiskerton would not have ap-
preciated such an experience, but the 
feline presence in libraries has been 
celebrated in picture books such as 

on another true story). Grander mam-
mals drive the narrative in “Library 

tale of a big cat who softens the hearts 
of the sternest librarians, and Josh 

York City Public Library.

the library assistants, and Judy Sierra’s 

of reading (the librarian “even found 
waterproof books for the otter, who 
never went swimming without Harry 

that there is a book for everyone, even 
pompous, pickle-loving bears.

Someday there may even be a book 
about Sir Whiskerton. Keep checking 
our shelves to see.

Kaimi Rose Lum is assistant director 
at Snow Library,
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In 1875, the Chatham Monitor described Cha-
tham’s gristmills as “the sturdy and sedate heads 
of the old family, while the multitude of little salt 
mills dancing and playing on the shores were the 
children.”  The mill drawings are excerpted from 
the Historic American Buildings Surveys, HABS 
MA-2-61 and HABS MA-172. COURTESY OF 
THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS


