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Chapter 1: Monmouth’s Historic and Cultural Context  

Monmouth today is the outcome of centuries of growth and change.  A sense of our 
history and culture is essential to an understanding of our present and future.  This chapter 
summarizes these aspects of the town. 

The following “Thumbnail History” of Monmouth was taken from the Rootsweb 
Internet site.  Its origin and author are unknown:  

Located at the southern end of Kennebec County in lush agricultural land that has 
become noted for the production of high quality apples, the town of Monmouth encompasses 
an area of almost twenty-five [actually, thirty-eight – ed.] square miles.  Initially part of the 
English Plymouth Company's grant, the town was incorporated as a plantation and included 
the territory that is now the town of Wales in Androscoggin County. 

The first white settlers came from New Meadows (near Brunswick) and the first cabin 
was built in the town in 1775 by Thomas Gray, an old hunter and trapper, and his son James. 
Other settlers followed from New Meadows in the next several months and their cabins 
adorned the many, choice meadows of the growing community. 

The land on which they settled, and called Freetown, was the lawful property of a 
Tory, William Vassal, of Boston, who returned after the Revolution to claim his land and to 
demand outrageous prices for the improvements the settlers had made on "his" lands. The 
settlers united in the defense of their properties, but were eventually forced into settlement of 
two or three dollars per acre for titles to the land. 

Henry Dearborn, who made the trip to Quebec with the Arnold expedition in 1775, 
became a general in the Continental Army during the Revolution, served in a similar capacity 
in the War of 1812, and was later Secretary of War, exchanged some land in his native New 
Hampshire for 5,000 acres of "wild land" in Maine, and found the early settlers "squatting" on 
his property here. After agreeing to a fair price for the improvements done to his land, 
Dearborn built the first [permanent] house in the settlement. Two of his brothers and six 
neighbors came from Epping, New Hampshire, to settle on Dearborn's land about 1782. 
Among the Epping men was John Chandler, who built a frame house across from the present 
Academy. He was prominent in local, county and state affairs, and was elected one of Maine's 
two United States senators when statehood was gained in 1820. 

Probably the first Town Meeting was held sometime in 1780 and the town had 
become known as Bloomingboro. At a town meeting held at Ichabod Baker's house on Friday, 
August 24, 1781, it was voted "that the Destrict wherin we now reside shall be known by the 
name of Wales . . ." and so the plantation was named out of respect for settler John Welch, 
whose ancestors had come from Wales. 
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During the Revolution, General Dearborn firmly established his brilliance and skill as 
a military leader at the Battle of Monmouth, New Jersey. Out of respect to the general, a 
Town Meeting held on December 21. 1789, voted to petition for an act of incorporation as a 
town and to name it Monmouth. The general's brother, Simon, was chosen to forward the 
request to the Massachusetts General Court. The act of incorporation passed January 20, 
1792. 

From its founding, Monmouth has been governed by an assembly of citizens who 
gather annually to determine expenditures and other major legislation affecting the town for 
the coming fiscal year, in the tradition of the New England Town Meeting. On occasion, 
special town meetings are called for some specific legislative purpose. 

At early town meetings, citizens delegated the authority for the daily operation of 
town government to elected selectmen, charged with conducting the functions of the 
executive branch of town government. Since 1948, Monmouth has employed a full-time town 
manager, who serves in a daily executive capacity, is town clerk, tax collector, and fulfills 
such other duties as the selectmen and Town Meeting shall direct. 

The judicial function of the community was served by trial justices and justices of the 
peace throughout the colonial period of the town's growth and into the Nineteenth Century.  
Presently, the judicial needs of the town have been assumed by the state through its district 
and superior court systems. 

Two school districts were established and a school built in the plantation about 1790.  
By 1797, there were four districts in the town.  By the time Maine became a state in 1820 
there were 14 districts in the community. 

In 1801, ten citizens petitioned the general court for a grant of land in the 
undeveloped portion of Maine to support a free grammar school. From sources including the 
Plymouth Company, Lady Elizabeth Temple, John Chandler, and General Dearborn, more 
than $1,500 was raised, and the General Court passed the act of incorporation in 1803 along 
with a grant of 1500 acres of wild land, later increased to 10,020 acres. From this beginning 
came Monmouth Academy and its reputation as one of the oldest and best college preparatory 
schools in the state. 

The first settlers established themselves on the low lands near the present Wales line, 
but by the beginning of the Nineteenth Century there was a substantial settlement on the hill 
where Monmouth Academy stands today. When the railroad came through Monmouth in 
1849 following the level lands abutting the lakes, the center of population shifted to 
Monmouth Center. As the population grew, settlements at the north, east and south parts of 
town were established. 

At the Center, early businesses included Daniel Witherell's and John Hawes' 
blacksmith shops, Captain Judkins' tavern, Captain Judkins' tannery, General Chandler's 
potash factory, Ard Macomber's tannery and bark mill, and John Welch, Jr.'s brickyard.  
Other businesses at the Center have been a moccasin shop, clothing factory, blanket mill, 
makers of dowels, barrels, packing cases, and stencils, and a corn shop, all since gone. 

Businesses likewise developed around the waterpower in the north and east parts of 
the town.  Joseph Chandler opened a store at the East in 1807 and about the same time in the 
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North village.  Lumber was the earliest industry in the East and in all parts of the town where 
waterpower permitted, lumber and grist mills flourished.  A fulling mill went into operation at 
North Monmouth in 1808, and in 1829, four years after the damming of Wilson Pond, a 
woolen mill was established there. This community boasted such diverse operations as a peg 
factory, a horse-power factory, tape weaving, heel-iron factory, brickyard, starch factory, grist 
mill, axe and shovel factory, among others. 

Monmouth's Matthew Blossom took a contract to carry mail between Portland and 
Augusta in 1795, and before the middle of the nineteenth century all four sections of the 
Monmouth community supported post offices. 

The first cheese factory, in Monmouth was established in 1881, burned in 1889, it 
was rebuilt. It made 2800 Ibs. of cheese and 1400 lbs. of butter a week in 1891.  The 
Monmouth Packing Co., established prior to 1892, provided a market for local agricultural 
products through preservation and shipping techniques. 

The industrial community of North Monmouth was virtually wiped out by the 
disastrous fire of 1841, and a similar disaster occurred in the Center in 1888. 

Beginning at the turn of the century, Monmouth's population dropped and the 
community's ability to attract and maintain employment opportunities waned as well. Within 
the past few decades, the population has again grown to nearly the level of the 1890 census 
[actually, the 2000 population is more than double the Nineteenth Century peak of 1,925, 
which occurred in 1850.  See Chapter 2 – ed.] and a resurgence of jobs in the community has 
meant more job opportunity for local people. 

AGRICULTURE: The Monmouth Farmers' and Mechanics' Club was organized in 
the winter of 1871-72, and sponsored town fairs for a number of years.  A trotting park was 
built in 1871 in Monmouth.  The Cochnewagan Agricultural Society was formed at a meeting 
at the Grange Hall, August 31, 1907, and held its first Monmouth Fair that year at the newly 
acquired Cumston Park, a bequest to the town by Dr. Charles M. Cumston.  

Highmoor Farm was one of the leading horse-breeding farms in the county prior to 
the turn of the century. It was established by Rev. James R. Day, chancellor of Syracuse 
University. Today, Highmoor Farm conducts extensive research into apple development and 
other agricultural crops as the State Experimental Farm. 

The Woolworth Farm at East Monmouth for many years has been raising and racing 
fine horses.  Clemeadow Farm, currently operated by the third and fourth generation Smiths, 
on South Main Street, is the community's leading milk producer. 

Monmouth's apple industry can be traced to 1795 when Isaac Smith settled here from 
Middleborough, Mass., and started a nursery with some of the hardiest and best fruit. Smith is 
credited with originating the variety Smith's Favorite.  In 1876, Smith and son, of Monmouth, 
cultivated 3,000 trees.  In 1892, leading orchardists were D. M. Marston, 1,200 trees; Rev. J. 
R. Day, 2,600 trees; George W. Waugh, 1,200 trees; George W. Fogg, 1,000 trees. 

CHURCHES: The first recorded series of religious meetings were held in 1783.  In 
1787 a committee was formed to see about establishing a settled minister in the community. 



DRAFT 2007 Monmouth Comprehensive Plan page 4 

The evangelist Jesse Lee began his work in Maine in 1793 and the first Methodist class in 
Maine was held here in 1794. 

Presently the community is served by the East Monmouth United Methodist Church, 
North Monmouth Community Church, North Monmouth Pentecostal Assembly, St. Francis 
Xavier Church of Winthrop, South Monmouth Free Will Baptist Church, United Church of 
Monmouth, and Victory Baptist Church. 

ORGANIZATIONS: The Monmouth Grange was organized October 10, 1874, and 
occupied the hall on Main Street in the Center until recently.  Monmouth Lodge, No. 110 A.F. 
& A.M., was chartered by the Grand Lodge of Maine May 21, 1861. Its first meetings were 
held over the chapel of the Christian Church in North Monmouth. In 1882 the lodge removed 
to Monmouth Center and met in the Grange Hall until quarters were completed in the upper 
story of that building. The lodge later moved to the former Congregational Church building 
just south of the Center, where it continues to prosper. 

Among the other community organizations are the PTC Club, for parents of 
elementary school students; the Knights of Pythias, Lions Club, the Monmouth Museum and 
the Monmouth Historical Society.  Cumston Hall presently houses the Theater at Monmouth 
repertory company.  

Archeological and Historic Resources:   

Despite frequent fires and the ravages of time, Monmouth has several preserved links to 
its past history.  Formal identification and protection for historic structures is embodied in 
listing on the National Register of Historic Places.  The National Register currently lists three 
properties in Monmouth:  

 

Cumston Hall:  A public building of imposing architectural standard, Cumston Hall has 
been on the National Register listing for over 30 years.  The hall was built and 
dedicated to the town in 1900 by Dr. Charles Cumston.  It has served as the town hall 
and is now the cultural center of town.  (Photo, page 6)  

The recent Centennial Project has added many improvements to this grand, old 
building.  Life safety improvements include fire detection and sprinkler equipment, a 
complete electrical upgrade, a state-of-the-art HVAC system, and an elevator that 
makes three floors handicapped-accessible.  Restoration of the extraordinary 
architecture still continues, including restoration of all stained-glass windows and wall 
and ceiling decorations.  All restoration has been done following strict guidelines of the 
Maine Historic Preservation Commission.  Additional information on the hall is below, 
under Cultural Resources.  

 

The Blossom House, a privately-owned building, is one of the oldest homes in 
Monmouth.  Built prior 1825, Blossom House is an example of Federal-style 
architecture.  It is currently part of the Monmouth Museum complex. 

 

Monmouth Academy.  The original Academy, across from the current high school, is 
now the middle school.  Monmouth Academy was established in 1803, though not in 
this building. 
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Other structures in town are known to exhibit 
historic qualities, but for a variety of reasons, are not 
listed on the National Register.  Such buildings as East 
Monmouth Methodist Church, the United Church 
(Monmouth Center), the Masonic Hall, the North 
Monmouth Community Building, the Shorey House, 
the blacksmith shop, the Carriage House, and the 
stencil-maker’s shop must be considered as part of 
Monmouth’s architectural heritage.   

The Monmouth Museum, a private non-profit 
organization, owns and manages many of the historic 
structures, as well as artifacts from Monmouth’s past.  
The museum was founded in 1970 by Earle Flanders, 
who originally opened the blacksmith shop to public 

viewing.  The museum now owns nine buildings, six of which are open to the public.  Some of 
the collection of artifacts is housed in a fireproof vault in Cumston Hall.  The museum serves 
primarily as an educational tool for local school groups, entertaining 300-400 visitors a year.  
In recent years, it has also handled a large number of genealogical inquiries.  

The Maine Historic Preservation Commission records information on historic and 
prehistoric archeological sites in the state.  Though sketchy, archeological records for 
Monmouth indicate at least 19 pre-historic campsites in town.  Lakeshores, including islands, 
and river shores are the most probable sites for archeological resources.  Most discovery is 
done in conjunction with development projects, such as dams, bridges, or new construction.  
Archeological sites are, however, generally kept unpublished, to avoid contamination or 
treasure hunting.   

Monmouth’s heritage is also reflected in its landscape.  The fairgrounds (part of the 
original Cumston Park) are a good link with Monmouth’s heritage.  Local cemeteries are also 
important areas to explore our heritage.  Prominent local cemeteries include Monmouth Center, 
North Monmouth, and Lyons Cemeteries.  

Cultural Resources: 
                                                                               

Indisputably the foremost cultural facility in Monmouth, and one of the finest in the 
state as well, the aforementioned Cumston Hall dominates Monmouth Center.  The Hall’s 
primary function is to house the Theater at Monmouth, a summer theater company, though it 
also accommodates the Cumston Free Public Library.  The building is owned by the Town and 
managed by a Board of Trustees.  In addition to the Monmouth Community Players, other 
organizations that use the hall regularly include three school drama companies, the boy scouts, 
girl scouts, non-profit, and for-profit groups.   



DRAFT 2007 Monmouth Comprehensive Plan page 6   

Cumston Hall’s stated mission is to 
expand and provide a civic and business 
meeting center, as well as an entertainment 
and cultural center, for the people of 
Monmouth and the region.  The Hall 
estimates that over 40,000 people per year 
utilize the building or attend events there.  
Theater nights draw crowds to Monmouth 
Center from far and wide, and provide a 
definite economic as well as cultural boost 
to the town.   

The Cumston Free Public Library 
is one of two libraries in the town.  The library area has been recently consolidated and 
renovated, and now provides a range of services including Internet access areas, children, and 
young adult areas, and added stacks.  The library has more than 18,000 volumes and 3,000 
patrons, with a circulation of between 23,000 and 27,000 annually.  A separate Board of 
Trustees oversees the library.  Staff include a Director, a Children’s Assistant, three part time 
aides, and several volunteers.  The library is open 25 hours a week, including two evenings and 
Saturdays.   

The North Monmouth Library is operated and financed by an independent Library 
Association.  There have been recent discussions concerning the fate of the library, particularly 
its funding from the Town and the status of the building.  The library has 3,000 volumes, and is 
open about eight hours per week.   

The Monmouth Museum is the other major cultural entity in Monmouth.  It has been 
described previously in the Historic Resources section.  

Historic and Cultural Resources – Issues and Findings:   

Monmouth’s “built” heritage is amply preserved through the efforts of the Town, the 
Cumston Hall Trustees, and Monmouth Museum, Inc.  Though preservation of these resources 
has required expenditure of considerable public and private funds over the past few years, they 
are currently in very good condition.  There is also potential for identification of many of 
Monmouth’s private structures as having historic significance, if not for the federal Register, 
than as examples of Monmouth’s agrarian and small-town heritage.   

Potential archeological resources in shoreland areas may be identified during 
development by provisions of the Town’s Shoreland Zoning Ordinance, but the Town has no 
systematic way of identifying them, nor any way of protecting possible archeological sites 
(such as cellar holes) outside of shoreland areas.   

The Town has access to many fine cultural resources through Cumston Hall, the 
libraries, the museum, and Monmouth Academy and the other Monmouth Schools. 


