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Museums are filled with objects from the past 
and often as not, details about a particular object 
are nonexistent except what the item may be.  In 
the Mattapoisett Museum and Carriage House, 
however, there are a number of artifacts with a story 
to tell which greatly enhance the viewers interest 
in the object.  The handcuffs worn by Matthew 
Hiller of Mattapoisett, following the sinking of the 
whaling schooner “Altamaha” by the Confederate 
frigate “Alabama” during the Civil War is a good 
example of such an artifact.

The background to this event starts in the first year 
of the Civil War when the Confederacy negotiated 
with the British to build three frigates to be used 
to sink Union ships and particularly whale ships as 
whaling was a Yankee business.  Publicly, the British 
backed the Union as the English citizenry did not 
favor slavery, but privately, the British Parliament, 
under Lord Palmerston, supported the Confederacy 
as the import of cheap cotton from the southern 
states was vital to the British textile mills.  Built
under secrecy, the “Alabama”, the” Shenandoah” 
and the “Florida” were subsequently delivered to the 
Confederacy.

Our story follows the “Alabama” stationed in the 
Azores to attack northern maritime interests in the 
Atlantic.  In early October, 1862, the Mattapoisett-
based whaler “Ocean Rover”, which had been built 
in the Holmes shipyard only a few years earlier, was 
apprehended by the “Alabama” near the island of 
Flores in the Azores.  The officers and crew of the 

whaler were put ashore in utter disbelief as this was 
the first they knew of the war between the states.  
The “Ocean Rover” had been out for three years 
first in the South Atlantic where she set 240 barrels 
of sperm oil, 250 barrels of`whale oil and 2000 lbs. 
of whale bone back to New Bedford by packet ship 
before rounding the Cape of Good Hope into the 
Indian Ocean and the Dutch East Indies.  After two 
years and her hold filled with 900 barrels of sperm 
oil, the vessel was headed home when she was 
apprehended.

Top: Union Vessel Kearsage
Bottom: Confederate Raider Alabama
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Captain Semmes of the “Alabama” did not 
immediately burn the “Ocean Rover” once the 
men were put ashore, but waited until darkness 
when the exploding barrels of oil would light up 
the night sky, drawing other ships into a trap!  
Eight whalers came to the aid of their burning 
comrade and were taken and also burned by the 
“Alabama” with her Confederate Captain and 
British crew.  Four of the vessels had been built 
in Mattapoisett – “Benjamin Tucker”, “Osceola”, 
“Virginia” and “Elisha Dunbar” and sailed out 
of New Bedford.  The other four were “Ocean” 
of Sandwich, “Alert” of New London, “Weather 
Gage” of Provincetown and the Schooner 
“Altamaha” from Marion.  The officers aboard 
the schooner were mates, Judah Hathaway of 
Rochester, James Blankenship from Mattapoisett, 
Daniel Tinkham from Tinkhamtown and 
Matthew Hiller from Mattapoisett.  The officers 
of all eight vessels were handcuffed before being 
taken ashore and when the cuffs were removed by 
the British Marines from the “Alabama”, Matthew 
Hiller was able to slip his into a jacket pocket 
before they could be collected.

After several weeks on the island of Flores, the 
crews of all nine vessels were picked up by the 
packet “Newboy” and taken to Boston.  The 
handcuffs stayed in the Hiller family for a number 
of years until they were given to the Mattapoisett 
Museum.  A very nice gift, indeed! 

Just a postscript to finish the story of the 
“Alabama” – she met her fate in 1864 when the 
Union frigate “Kearsage” chased the Confederate 
vessel into the English Channel and sunk her.  
Newspapers in the northern states printed the
following:  “Built of English oak, in an English 
yard, armed with English guns, manned by an 
English crew, sunk in the English Channel!”  
Following the war, the United States sued the 
British for the loss of some 250 ships sunk by the
Confederate raiders (frigates) and received $15.5 
million in settlements.   

PORTRAIT OF NATHANIEL FREEMAN
The portrait of Nathaniel Freeman also has a 
tale to tell.  Mr. Freeman was an aspiring young 
whaleman and in 1839 he was serving as First 
Mate aboard the whaleship “Liverpool” of New 
Bedford in the Indian Ocean 
near the Isle of France. An entry 
into the ship’s log of June 5 by 
Capt. Joseph Thomas, Master 
of the “Liverpool”, states “I 
lost my First Officer, Nathaniel 
Freeman, today.”  There were 
no further details, however, 
quotations on his head stone in 
Cushing Cemetery read:  “Far, 
far away from all he held most 
dear.  Death met him on a 
Mountain wave and claimed 
his manhood prime.”  And, “He 
will not return to us but we shall go to him 
(Samuel 123)”.  

Passed down through five generations of 
Freemans, Purringtons and Mendells is this 
curious story concerning his death.  At the 
time he was stricken and died his widow, Sylvia 
Freeman, in Mattapoisett came down stairs that 
day in tears saying “My husband has died.”  Five 
months later when the ship “Liverpool” returned 
to New Bedford, it was determined that his death 
and her clairvoyance occurred on the same day.

Handcuffs worn by Matthew Hiller

    Portrait of Nathaniel Freeman
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Nathaniel Freeman’s sea chest is 
in the museum with his initials 
“NF” inlaid in whalebone
on the cover, and his Bible is in the glass cabinet 
to the right.  Apparently the chest containing the 
Bible and other personal effects were returned 
to his widow when the “Liverpool” returned to 
New Bedford.  From the entry on the flyleaf of 
the Bible it appears Nathaniel Freeman served 
aboard the ship “Gideon Barstow” two years prior 
to his death.  Penned on the flyleaf: “Nathaniel 
Freeman’s Book on board the “Gideon Barstow”, 
May 27, 1837.  The “Gideon Barstow” was
built in Mattapoisett in the yard of G. Barstow 
and Son in 1832 and sailed from Mattapoisett.

Earlier in his life as a young whaleman, Nathaniel 
Freeman had a close encounter with death.  He 
and five shipmates had just made fast to a whale 
with a harpoon. With a great frenzy of movement, 
the whale started to tow the whaleboat and the 
rope attached to the harpoon raced out of the tubs 
in the boat.  In the confusion, Nathaniel Freeman’s 
leg became caught in a loop of the rope.  In an 
instant he was dragged overboard and under the 
water.  The boat steerer cut the rope with a hatchet 
and several others dove for him bringing him to 
the surface just in time.  

OFFICERS SWORD, c. 1820
The bone-handled sword in the glass cabinet 
belonged to Captain Seth Mendell when he served 
in the Massachusetts Militia during and following

the War of 1812 with England.  The story the 
sword may have to tell is exciting and involves the 
British armed Brig “Nimrod”.  Under Captain 
Mitchell, the “Nimrod” had put marines ashore 
in Fairhaven, Falmouth and Wareham where they 
burned ships, warehouses and homes.  Late in the 
afternoon, on or about September 5, 1814, the 
“Nimrod” anchored off Nye’s Ledge and under the 
cover of darkness sent two barges of Marines to 
attack Mattapoisett’s waterfront.

Warning shots from the Neck alerted the militia 
who were ready at the wharves and in the 
shipyards that ringed the harbor front.  As the 
English boats approached the shore, musket shots 
rang out.  Mrs. Willis, who recounted the night’s 
events in a letter to her sister, was awakened by the 
gun fire and the sound of musket balls hitting the 
house and breaking windows.  The Willis house 
was at the corner of Pearl and Main Streets (the 
Munroe house).  Squire Willis, with musket in 
hand, went to the wharves while Mrs. Willis and a 
young girl ran up Pearl Street to the Olive Branch 
School at the corner of Church Street where they 
rang the school bell to warn the townspeople.  She 
then, with her heart in her throat, ran back down 
Pearl Street to get her children dressed and out of 
harm’s way.

Fortunately, for Mrs. Willis and the inhabitants 
of Mattapoisett, the ranks of militia held and the 
British were foiled in their attempt to burn the
shipyards and ships at the wharves.  In the 
morning, the “Nimrod” pulled anchor and set 

sail.  The War of 
1812 ended three 
months later with 
the signing of the 
Treaty of Ghent 
in Belgium on 
Christmas Eve, 
1814.  

Sea Chest above; Bible on right

Capt. Seth Mendell’s sword and papers
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TURNING LATHES
The axe-handle turning lathe was moved into the Carriage House from the
Bolles turning mill located on the Mattapoisett/Rochester town line.  The mill
was powered by a large water wheel on Cedar Swamp Brook which ran by the
mill.  Handles and spindles of all shapes and sizes along with rollers, cranberry
boxes and scoops were made and sold.  Ellis Bolles was an inventor of sorts and
built the axe  handle turning lathe utilizing templates so each handle was the
same depending on the template used.  In the 1890’s, Ellis had a teen-age
daughter who took dancing lessons in the village.  When the class was over,
Ellis presented the teacher with a bundle of  axe handles to pay the bill.  From
that time on, Ellis was nicknamed “Axe-handle Bolles”.

FAMILY CRADLE By Phyllis Mendell
This is what we called an open cradle because there is no hood.  It has had a great deal of use.  My great 
grandmother, Phoebe Allen, lived on lower Main Street in Marion.  She and Charles Allen had fifteen children 
and this is the cradle in which they were rocked to sleep.  One of those babies became my Grandmother, Eliza 
Freelove, and she remembered helping to care for these younger ones.

Her sister, Henrietta Matilda, my great aunt, lived in the old house where they all grew up and I used to visit 
her there.  After I was married and Charles  Mendell and I were expecting our first child, Aunt Etta thought we 
should have the cradle.  My father cleaned it up and refinished the old wood.  We were living in Mattapoisett 
with my parents-in-law, Mr. & Mrs. Charles Mendell, Sr.  Before her marriage, Mrs. Mendell had been 
Florence Purrington and their home was the big old house on Main St. built by George Purrington in 1875.

In February 1933, Seth Mendell was born and the little old cradle was put to use  
once more.

Post Script:  On August 26, 2005, Margaret Mendell McCoy, daughter of Seth 
and Alice Mendell, gave birth to Kelsea Marie McCoy.  On November 1st, at the 
age of nine weeks, baby Kelsea slept in her great, great, great grandmother Allen’s 
cradle. 
 

open house

Friends of The Mattapoisett Museum and Carriage House flocked to the opening of 
the 2009 exhibit, Treasures of the Past on July 30th. While enjoying food and wine, 
gatherers were able to get a sneak peek of the displays.  The Exhibit  Committee 
worked tirelessly to find artifacts to display, especially those that have a wonderful 
story to tell about Mattapoisett’s way of life in the past. Do you know what a bosom 
board is and how it works?  How about ice skate sharpeners?  Follow laundry day 
from dirty clothes to clean and pressed. For the “piece de resistance,” don’t forget to 
find Teddy getting a “tubby” (pictured at left).

Seth Mendell, President of the Historical Society, thanked everyone for attending.  He especially extended 
his thanks to Eloise Ricciardelli, Martin Smith, Ruth Cederberg, and Bette Roberts for all of their work in 
preparing this year’s exhibit.

Axe-handle Lathe

Mother Margaret rocks daughter 
Kelsea in open cradle
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Boy scouts repAir fence
By Jennifer McIntire

If you passed by the Mattapoisett Historical Museum on a weekend in June, you may have noticed a large 
group of boys hard at work.  Callum McLaughlin, who will be a freshman at Old Rochester Regional 
High School, spearheaded the project to repair and paint the Museum’s fence at 5 Church Street.  Callum 
and the other boys are members of Boy Scout Troop 53.  The Boy Scouts of America provides a program 
for young people that builds character, trains them in the responsibilities of participating citizenship, and 
develops personal fitness.  Callum, already a patrol leader for the Swordfish and a troop guide, organized this 
community service project as part of his Eagle Scout efforts.  Many members of the Troop have contributed 
to other worthwhile community service projects that helped individuals earn their Eagle Scout status.  They 
cleaned a town cemetery on River Road, organized packages for the U.S. Troops abroad, and cleaned a vernal 
pool on Old Sloth Road for the Mattapoisett Land Trust. 

Once the Boy Scouts got to work, they realized the Museum’s fence project was more involved than antici-
pated.  They pruned plants, replaced rotting posts and pickets, power-washed, scraped, sanded, primed, and 
painted. In addition to Callum, Scouts that participated in this project are: Kyle Boyle, Brian Buckley, Alex 
Buckley, Sam Dorothy, Adam Estes, Lee Estes, Walker Fuchs, William Lynch, Haakon Perkins, Drew Roberts, 
and Evan Roznoy.  Several of Callum’s friends who are not Scouts also pitched-in: Alex McCabe, Josh Powers, 
and Tanner Studley. 

Scouts interact with adult leaders who act as role models and mentors, but the Scouts are expected to plan their 
own activities within the troop and to participate in community service.  Fathers and other adult volunteers 
were: Matt Buckley, Dennis McLaughlin, Donald Nahigyen, Dave Roberts, and Brian Roznoy. 

Callum certainly demonstrated his leadership skills in coordinating and following through on the Museum’s 
fence project.  The Scouts were efficient and thorough in their approach to this at-times daunting project.  The 
Historical Society’s Board members are thrilled with the tidy and well-kept appearance of the repaired fence.  
Take some time to visit the Museum this summer (it opened July 1 for the season) and as you pass through the 
gate don’t forget to take a good look at the well-maintained fence!
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curAtor’s corner
By Bette Roberts

Getting ready for the summer is the major focus of spring - 
rearranging exhibits, replacing signs, etc. and this is the time 
of year when school groups often visit the museum.  In early 
June there was a visit from a class of 5th graders from Old 
Hammondtown School, many of whom never came to the 
Museum as part of the usual 3rd grade experience.  Also in 
June, a small group of 7th graders participating in the school’s 
Scope Program visited the museum and again, many of the 
participants were visiting for the very first time.

GlAss lAntern slides
By Katherine Gaudet

More than seventy people flooded the 
Mattapoisett Library on May 31st to view the 
Museum’s glass lantern slides donated by one of 
the Museum’s founders, Francis Rowland.  Glass 
lantern slides were developed in Germany in the 
1850’s and “Magic Lantern” slide shows were 
very popular through the turn of the century.  
Each one of the lantern slides had been scanned 
on the computer and placed into a PowerPoint 
program by the Whaling Museum’s Penny Cole 
so that they were available for all to view for the 
very first time.

Using Mr. Rowland’s notes and other sources, Seth Mendell gave a detailed narration for each slide.  Listeners 
found out the place in the town where the slide was taken, who lived or worked there then and who lived 
and worked there today.   The history of each slide was painstakingly explained so that listeners were able to 
understand its history and the historical perspective involved.

Each slide allowed the viewer to step back in time to really absorb life in the late 1800s.  In black and white 
and color (painted in afterwards), Mattapoisett jumped to life on the screen.  A chill settled in as one saw 
townspeople shoveling through drifts or riding in their sleighs.  Celebrations abounded with parades, bike 
races, and 4th of July celebrations.  Simple pleasures such as boating in the bay on a summer day in a swift 
breeze illustrated that the more things change, the more they stay the same.  People at work at the herring 
weir, hauling wagon loads of wood, or steamrolling the streets were also of interest.

If you missed the opportunity to see these slides, please join Seth Mendell at the Mattapoisett Free Library on 
Thursday, August 20 at 7:00 pm.

Miss Sunde’s 5th Grade Class

Sample of glass lantern slides
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Word Search 
By Lisa Hill

Hidden Treasures

E T E O P O D R H L S S L
O N S P E U T Z L Z E C S
Z A A T F L Z O N D L R L

B T C S P A D Z R L C I I
F C H W O E N A L P A M E
N O C I T P O E R E T S C
O D T F H B S L N C C H L
R C A T M I A B O S E A L
I E P O C S E L E T P W O
W A S H T U B O E H S L O
O O I R H L Z C P E T A C
B E D P C D W K C N N A B
S D S E L R R S U M O O L

2009  Current 
and Upcoming Programs

July - August      Special Summer Exhibit “Treasures of the Past” at the Museum
July 29, 6:00 pm  Ice Cream Social at the Museum
August 20,  7:00 pm  Glass Lantern Slide Show with Seth Mendell at the Mattapoisett Free Public Library
September 20, 2:00 pm Annual Meeting - Program “Treasures with Tall Tales” at the Museum
October 4, 2:00 - 4:00 pm  Fall Fun for Kids (make apple cider and sauce, pumpkin carving, etc.) at the Museum 
December 5,  12:00 pm Christmas Open House
December 13, 3:00 pm Christmas Caroling in the Village (Open to children ages 8 and up, by registration)

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!

SWIFT
OCTANT
BALEEN
LOOM
PLANE
TELESCOPE
AWL

LATHE
KAST
STEREOPTICON
FAN
SPECTACLES
SCRIMSHAW
DISPATCH CASE

BOSOM BOARD
BLOCKS
PUZZLE
DOLL
CRADLE
IRON
WASH TUB
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Can you identify 
this object?

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