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FIRST VOYAGE

She wasn’t floating, but more than 40,000 spectators lining the streets of Bath 
for the 4th of July Parade cheered Maine’s First Ship as she made her first 
voyage.  The 16-foot plywood mock-up of VIRGINIA rolled along behind Rich 
Cromwell’s SUV, several board members passed brochures to eager parade 
watchers and Sarah and Shelby Kaplan rode aboard, waving to onlookers. 

Comments made by many onlookers indicated that our project is already familiar 
to residents and visitors. Many folks recognized us.  “Oh, there’s the VIRGINIA!” 
was heard most often.  “That’s the boat built at Popham Beach,” some parents
explained to their wide-eyed children.  Folks know we’re happening!

Under the careful guidance of volunteer “shipwright” Les Smith, project members 
spent several months of planning and well over a hundred hours of hands-on
work to create the 16-foot model of VIRGINIA to catch the shape and spirit of the 
original vessel.  The plan is to use this “model” as the centerpiece for future 
outdoor events publicizing programs of Maine’s First Ship.  Many thanks to 
everyone who participated in creating her!

WE’RE NOT ALONE! -- The 1604 “Patache Project”

As this year’s Tall Ship extravaganza showed, many groups around the world 
have successfully created and are operating Age of Sail replica and reconstruction
vessels.  One such group in Annapolis, Nova Scotia, is currently working to recon-
struct Samuel de Champlain’s 1604 pinnace built at Port Royal.  His “patache,” 
built from local timber, was used to explore that area and voyage along Maine’s
coast, reaching Popham Beach in 1605. While here, Champlain made a detailed 
and very accurate map of the mouth of the Kennebec.

Key members of the Port Royal 400th Anniversary Society, recently contacted us 
for information about VIRGINIA.  As we exchanged information about each other’s
programs and vessels we realized that each group is doing the same sort of thing. 
Maine’s First Ship has invited their ship to visit us July of 2005, the 400th
anniversary of Champlain’s voyage to the Kennebec.

TOUR OF POPHAM’S ENGLAND
Mark your calendar for 29 March to April 7, 2001.  Plans are being finalized for a 
10-day tour of southern England designed for those who have a special interest in
the people and places associated with the Popham Colony.   A full description
of this tour will be forwarded to you in September.
 



Maine’s First Ship HAS AN OFFICE . . .

The second floor of Phippsburg’s Totman Library, Parker Head Road, just off Route 209 in 

Phippsburg Center is the temporary home of Maine’s First Ship.   For several 
months, this gives us a centralized space to consolidate basic office services, clerical efforts 
and membership activities.  People from the community can visit and learn about the 
project, view project materials, and meet others interested in reconstructing VIRGINIA.  It 
will also be a place for members to gather, for meetings of committees and the board.  The 
office phone number is 389-2990.  We do need volunteers for staffing the area and will 
work out regular hours for being open.  Here’s your chance to get involved!

. . . AND IS WORKING TO SECURE A BUILDING SITE!

One of the most frequent questions asked over the past two or three years has been, 
“Where are you going to build VIRGINIA?”   We’re heartened that a number of members 
and local friends of Maine’s First Ship have offered their property for building the vessel.  
Their thoughtful support has been an important message about the validity of what we are 
doing.

Our Site Committee has studied these and other potential locations at Popham, on the 
Kennebec & New Meadows River sides of the Phippsburg peninsula and in Bath.  Criteria 
for our use include easy public access, enough space for construction and timber storage, 
workshop, parking, and informational displays, potential long-term use and financial 
feasibility.  

The site selected as best meeting these criteria is part of the original Bowker shipyard at the 
foot of Stoney Brook Road in Phippsburg.  On Route 209, it’s a highly visible shoreside 
spot, approximately half way between Bath and Popham Beach.

 An offer to purchase the property has been made subject to working out schedules, a final 
survey, our meeting all local, state and federal code & environmental regulations and 
concurrence of the membership of Maine’s First Ship.  The Site Committee’s proposal 
will be presented to the membership for its approval at our Annual Meeting, 
Saturday 19 August at the Popham Chapel.

  

ANNUAL MEETING

The Annual Meeting of Maine’s First Ship will be held at 7:00 PM, Saturday 19 
August at the Popham Chapel.  Members will hear committee reports, elect 
officers for the coming year and take action on securing a building site.  We 
anticipate viewing preliminary sketches of VIRGINIA’s new design and hearing 
about the research done in England.  As we did last year, we’ll be treated to 1607 
music by “Castlebay” beginning about 6:45.  At the Chapel House after the 
meeting members will enjoy music and refreshments reminiscent of John 
Popham’s era.



 
RESEARCH AND CONCEPT DESIGN 

Progress has been slow but steady to date on our work in Great Britain.  Our naval architect, 
Fred Walker, is also designer of JEANIE JOHNSTON, a mid-nineteenth century bark used 
to carry Irish immigrants to Canada and the U.S.  Work on that project escalated last 
December just as we awarded him our contract.  But we have begun to get preliminary 
design information and hope to have initial sketches of the new VIRGINIA to present to the 
membership at the Annual Meeting on August 19th.

Walker’s team member, Iain Makenzie, has submitted a report covering his research into 
the Thames River shipwright tradition, John Hunt and his plan of Fort St. George, along with 
other items relevant to our project.  Although nothing new was discovered regarding “Digby 
of London,” VIRGINIA’s shipwright, research continues into Thames River shipbuilding 
traditions and techniques of the period.  A most interesting find was shipbuilder’s accounts 
for a pinnace built in Rye, on England’s southeastern coast.  Covering the period from 
October 1587 to April 1588, they offer important details about various stages in 
construction as well as costs for and types of materials for a pinnace of about the same era 
as VIRGINIA.   

Searching out John Hunt, draftsman of the Fort St. George map, MacKenzie also 
uncovered what may be additional family linkages among settlers of the Popham Colony.  
A John Hunt from Plymouth reportedly published a Pilot Book for southwest Ireland in 
1612.  Because of the similarity of skills, MacKenzie feels that it was the same John Hunt.  If 
so, he may well have been the very John Hunt who married Katherine, the sister of Edward 
Popham, one of the Fort St. George settlers. Katherine and Edward were George 
Popham’s nephew and niece respectively.   

 

 

VIRGINIA TERMINOLOGY

Writing in 1611-12, William Strachey called VIRGINIA a “pretty pinnace.”  
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “pretty” in those times meant sturdy, stout 
or skillfully built.  Sounds like our vessel!

Sir Fredinando Gorges called VIRGINIA as “bark,” which designated a vessel 
with two or even three masts, with various combinations of square, lateen and fore-
and-aft sails. For cruising the coast, VIRGINIA may well have had a simple fore-and-aft 
sprit rig.

When VIRGINIA arrived at Jamestown from England in September 1609, she 
was carrying James and (Robert) Davies, veterans of the Popham Colony, as well as 
“sixteen proper men more.”  Using the Oxford Dictionary’s archaic definition of 
“proper” as suitable, these sixteen men were probably soldiers.

That VIRGINIA carred Master Davies, Captain Davies and sixteen more men 
to Jamestown may mean she was somewhat larger than 30 tons. The standard vessel 
loading formula was roughly one man for every two tons burden.  It could mean, 
however, that regardless of her size, she was simply ordered to carry that many across 
the Atlantic.



PUBLICITY: Telling the Story

It’s important to get the word out, and the word is getting out!  The story of VIRGINIA and 
the activity of Maine’s First Ship have been told in a number of ways over the last year.  
You can help us continue doing just that.

Our announcement of awarding the concept design contract to Fred Walker was printed by 
many regional papers, and was even picked up by the Associated Press, giving us much 
more publicity than we’d ever expected.

In April, John Bradford gave a paper about VIRGINIA and Maine’s First Ship at a 
prestigious international maritime conference at Salemís Peabody Essex Museum.  In 
March, residents of Phippsburg crowded the town’s fire station for Bud’s slide presentation. 
In July at the Patten Free Library was crowded as Bath residents.  Through the year, a 
number of Rotary clubs and others, such as a senior citizens club, the DAR, regional 
historical societies and church groups, asked us for and were given programs.  .

Once again, the Maine’s First Ship booth graced the well-attended Maine Boatbuilder’s 
Shop in Portland, and by special invitation was set up among educational displays for the 
Maine OpSail Maine 2000 event in Portland.  OpSail Maine 2000 offered us a special 
boost, as more than a quarter of a million commemorative cans of Pepsi Cola featured 
imprints and a brief description of of VIRGINIA.  A new maritime history of Maine, 
published in connection with OpSailMaine, includes five or six pages describing the 
Popham Colony and VIRGINIA.  And an AP story out of Portland included two paragraphs 
about our building and launching of VIRGINIA.

The regional response has been very positive, but we’d like to voyage further afield.  We 
have a great slide presentation and lots of brochures! If your group would like us to present 
a program, please let us know.

WISH LIST
“Carousel” Slide Projector - For our pubic programs.  We’ve been borrowing Jane 
Stevens’s for three years now!
- Office equipment: file cabinets -  office desk, chairs, etc.  -  Now that we have an office. . . .

 HYMNS OF THE SEA:  “Throw out the lifeline . . .”

Popham Chapel was crowded the evening of July 20th 
as Rev. Macy Whitehead led an enthusiastic group of 
members and friends of Maine’s First Ship for a rousing 
evening of singing hyms with maritime themes and 
learning about the close ties between the sea and 
religious music .



 PLANNING

Since the formation of The Virginia Project in 1997, the Board of Directors has spent 
much of its time deciding how best to reach our various goals.  Last November began the 
process of laying out a formal Strategic Plan.  Though education in various forms is our 
primary reason for existence, the complicated process of reconstructing and appropriately 
using VIRGINIA are what make our program unique.

Since February, we have been developing a Capital Fund Drive Plan.  In June, the Board 
held a retreat, led by facilitator Larry Lemmel, of Woolwich, to determine realistic priorities 
and assemble the details required to meet those priorities. Not surprisingly, fund-raising 
turned out to be our highest current priority. The retreat confirmed much of the action we had 
already taken and focused on the steps we will have to take as an organization.

Beginning last December, we began utilizing the volunteer services of MSNO, 
Management Solutions for Non-Profit Organizations, a specialist consultant for organizations 
like ours, and in early July a board committee has been meeting with Tomney & 
Associates, a professional development firm, planning the approach for our fund raising.

The Strategic Plan’s three levels are Outreach, Vessel, and Administration:

The OUTREACH component is concerned with two major initiatives: involving the public 
and raising funds to meet financial objectives.  It includes Membership, Capital 
Development & Endowment, Programs, and Education.  The VESSEL component is 
Researching, Designing, Constructing & Launching a reconstruction of the pinnace 
VIRGINIA. The ADMINISTRATION component focuses on assets and services 
supporting the mission of Maine’s First Ship, namely: Facilities and Office Services.

This Strategic Plan pulls together information for each segment of Maine’s First Ship and 
begins to prioritize and build schedule.  It will always be a “work-in-process,” for as 
objectives are met over time, our needs and priorities will change.  Yet it will always be 
there as a guide to our activities.
   

DIG 1607/2000 

This year’s Fort St. George archaeological dig at the site of the 1607 Popham Colony will 
begin Monday August 21st.  The focus will be on what is believed to be the house of 
Raleigh Gilbert, who became President of the colony after George Popham died in 
February, 1608.  Many fascinating artifacts were found in this location last year, and equally 
exciting finds are expected this year as well.  Once again, Jeffrey Brain of the Peabody 
Essex Museum in Salem, MA will supervise the operations of professional staff and 
student archaeologists. The Friends of the Maine State Museum, the Maine Historic 
Preservation Commission, and the Maine Department of Parks and Recreation sponsor the 
dig.  Even though the site tends to be crowded, because of digging in the parking area, 
visitors are always welcome.



EXPLORE MAINE’S BEGINNINGS - A Workshop for Teachers

On Saturday September 9th, Maine’s First Ship is once again offering teachers a six-hour 
workshop where they can explore the 1607/8 Popham experience.  They will study the 
nature of Maine’s aboriginal coastal settlements as they were and as they were observed 
by early explorers.  After learning about the Popham Colony and the ship built there by 
the settlers, participants will interact with the archaeological team digging at the Fort St. 
George site. The day will end with teachers sharing how they might bring the Popham 
experience alive in their classrooms.  If you are a teacher, call 389-2990, 389-2306, or 389-
2719 to sign up, or urge teachers you know to register and attend this worthwhile event.

President’s Report

OpSail Maine 2000.  

Last Friday as I sat on the Eastern Promenade watching the long line of tall ships sail 
majestically into Portland’s harbor, I dreamed.  

VIRGINIA, Maine’s First Ship, was proudly leading the next Parade of Tall Ships.  
Thousands of Maine school children and grownups cheered to see “their” vessel, and 
thousands more around the state and across the country intently watched TV, appreciating 
the linkage to Maine’s and America’s maritime past.

The goose-bumps rose on my arms as my mind made a similar linkage and began 
to mix up past and present and future.  I began to think of the many people involved in 
Maine’s First Ship through the years -- those who conceived this project, dedicated Board 
members and volunteers who worked and are working so hard to make it happen, of 
members and supporters through the years, those who dug and will dig deep to recreate 
our vessel.  Thank you for what you’ve done so far and for what you will do in the future.

I revel in the growing public awareness of what we’re doing.  I take joy at the strong 
acceptance of our dream to build and sail VIRGINIA as a tangible symbol of Maine’s 
coastal peoples, to give every Maine school child and adult a sense of pride in those 
beginnings and to impress our visitors with the strength and vitality of the heritage of this 
marvelous maritime region.

Like you I look forward eagerly to receiving our preliminary design, and then to the hard 
work of hammering out construction details, to setting tools to wood, to launching and finally 
to sailing VIRGINIA.  I look forward as well to the hard work of raising the funds to do it all, 
and ask you to support us in that effort.  We’re counting on you.

Like you, I can’t wait to be aboard as Maine’s First Ship leads the next Parade of Sail!

 In Memoriam

This past year two important members of Maine’s First Ship, Grace Blair and Elizabeth 
Stott, passed away.  The loss of these two vibrant and dedicated women is a great one to 



their families and to their many friends.

Grace brought uncommon good sense and a marvelous sense of humor to every aspect 
of her life.  She was involved from the outset of the project as Chair of the Nominating 
Committee. 

Beth Stott acted thoughtfully, professionally, and warmly as she headed our Education 
Committee.  Deeply committed to the youth of this town and the state, she set high goals 
for the programs she was developing to help them understand in a meaningful way the 
heritage of this peninsula.

John Morse guides Maine’s First Ship on its first Voyage!

Membership form and The Ditty Bag . . . . (next page)
 

  




