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SALT MARSH DYKES (DIKES)
AS A FACTOR IN EASTERN MAINE AGRICULTURE

This paper is a summary of work in progress designed
ultimately to treat geological and crustal change in eastern
Maine, agricultural practices along the Maine coast, and
land speculation downeast in the earliest days of
settlement.

A few years ago the authors were asked,by the Maine
Geological Survey to assist them in dating historical
structures under geological stress. This dating augments
radioactive 1sotope work conducted on salt marshes in
eastern Maine.' By site visits, and through close analysis
of the topographical maps and aerial photographs of the
area, a number of man-made structures were chosen for
dating purposes. Among them are dykes* built between
1790 and 1870, primarily in Washington County, in order
to control and reclaim salt marsh land.

Dykes were constructed along the New England coast
as early as 1739. These dykes, built in the Cohasset River
area, deteriorated but were eventually rebuilt in 1792.
About nine acres of salt marsh were dyked in two separate
efforts. When the dykes were reconstructed they were
designed to reclaim an area of nearly one hundred acres.*
Dyking was also fairly well known in Nova Scotia where
French settlers along the Bay of Fundy began to reclaim
lands late in the seventeenth century.’ This shore was well
known to Massachusetts colonial troops and traders.

In the Massachusetts area an extensive period of dyking
began after the Revolution. Two dykes were built in 1789
and 1795, although neither were in use for long. When
the Medford Turnpike was constructed in 1803 an area
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of about fifty acres was dyked in conjunction with that
road. Others were constructed in the Chelsea area in 1813.
In addition salt marshes were dyked in Dartmouth and
Westport.”

It seems clear that the technology of building dykes to
reclaim coastal salt marshes was reasonably well known
in Massachusetts. In 1823, the famous agricultural editor
Thomas Fessenden published detailed instructions on
building dykes, repairing them, their use, and, generally,
provided knowledge to anyone who was interested in the
subject. Even earlier Samuel Deane gave instructions on
dyking in his agricultural dictionary."

The method of transmission of this knowledge to Maine
is unknown, but some informed conjectures can be made.
Many of the early Addison and Machias, Maine, settlers
came from Salem, Newburyport, and Martha’s Vineyard
iIn Massachusetts, as well as Scarborough in Maine.
Interest in this downeast area originally centered on the
possibility of using the marshes as a source of hay for
their cattle in winter and probably as a source of income
in the Boston market. The earliest settlements in
Scarborough were also founded to procure hay.’

Speculators and farmers from the north shore of
Massachusetts Bay came to Maine looking for these early
sources of hay. Their trips were taken prior to any real
efforts at settlement. However, activity in the area
sumulated creation of a settlement company. Machias
town proprietors now began to plan for settlement and
to allot lands in this frontier area. By 1769 some land
was surveyed and the allotment began. Settlement was
sporadic and troubled until after 1785. Still, the value of
the salt marshes was well known. Settlers’ land rights
always included upland or higher salt marsh, as well as
lower salt marsh in relatively equal amounts. In fact, at
least once, trespass and resurvey of salt marsh lands
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resulted in physical conflict and the sheriff was called in
to intervene and settle the dispute.”

The hay from the marshes was very valuable. Upper
salt marsh hay could be fed to cattle in the winter, and
it provided a source ot nutrients on which cattle might
thrive. Lower salt marsh hay produced a coarser hay,
called “thatch,” which would be used for bedding and
rougher purposes and, in emergency, could be fed to
cattle.” Some hay was also apparently used for fertilizers.
A tew years after dyking, the salt would be leached from
the soil sufficiently to allow the seeding of Enghsh hay
on upland marshes. Access to the marsh was fairly easy
in August and September after regular haying was
finished so farmers were prompt to utilize this source.
Real estate deeds for the period distinguish between areas
producing salt hay, in its various forms, and English hay
harvested from upland freshwater meadows."

Dykes were built in Addison in 1792, according to one
deed from this area, but the evidence is unclear as to
where this dyke was and how long it was in use. Other
dykes in the Addison area were constructed by 1795 and
a period of reclamation activity ensued. However, this
apparently was not an organized effort. More secure
materials for dating other sites downeast have been
located dating from 1823 to 1835, with the main dykes
in Machias being constructed from 1823 to 1826.

Joseph Fenno, originally a resident of Salem, moved
part of his mercantile business to the Machias area about
1800. By 1823 he had risen to moderate importance in
the area, and he had begun to purchase the original
proprietary rights to salt marsh in Machias, Machiasport,
and what is now East Machias. His activity in the purchase
of land rights and salt marsh was substantial. In the spring
of 1824 advertisements appeared in the local press from
William Simpson calling to the attention of the public his
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intention to dyke a salt marsh in East Machias."
Throughout the area a dyking spree apparently ensued,
probably following the directions published in the New
England Farmer the previous year.

Dyking involved tedious work over long periods of time
by teams of three men. Using a special dyking spade
equipped with a long, narrow blade, perhaps fourteen
inches long and five inches wide, the first person dug a
sod of this length and width, and perhaps four inches
deep. The sods were dug about ten feet behind the
proposed dyke, thus providing both dyking material and
a ditch to drain the water. The digger then passed his
sod brick to a second person. He, in turn, gave it to a
third person who laid the sods in an interlocking fashion
much like bricklaying. The dyke was built wider at the
bottom and formed, in profile, a crushed, flat-topped
pyramid. Every so often in the dyke, perhaps each fifty
to one hundred feet, an area was left open for a clapper
or flapper valve to be installed. When the tide is in, the
valve closes automatically, thus preventing contamination
behind the dyke, while when the ude is low, the valve
swings free, allowing drainage of the water from the
marsh. In most areas the dykes were eight feet wide and
six feet high. However, where the stress was greater, dykes
were occasionally constructed as much as thirty feet wide,
at bottom, and fifteen feet high. Normally roads, often
corduroy roads, were constructed on the dykes for access
to the hay. Complete drainage of the salt marsh, and the
subsequent creation of an area to seed with English hay
took from ten to fifteen years. Dykes needed fairly
frequent repair, especially after heavy winter storms, or
especially high tides.”” Tax records from the area attest
to the increased value of dyked marsh lands."

In the Machias area Fenno and his associates dyked and
reclaimed over four hundred acres of salt marsh in this
first spurt of activity. In the middle 1860s a second and
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much greater effort was begun in Machias. An immense
dyke was constructed on the Middle River between
Machias and East Machias. This dvke was built with huge
loads of earth brought to the site by tramway. By 1874
the upper portion of the land was producing very large
crops of English hay, although the process of leaching
the areas nearer the water was not as successful. In the
1920s the state erected a road over the dvke (a railway
had passed over earlier) and inserted a huge steel flapper
valve sull in place, although since local dairving
disappeared in the 1940s, the hay is no longer harvested."
Elsewhere in the area the state has put in place other large
steel flapper valves, and in Nova Scotia, on the Tantramar
marshes, such valves and dvkes are commonplace where
public roads are located.

The reclamation of salt marshes continued to interest
progressive farmers in Maine. The subject of fencing on
the dvkes in areas where several owners wished to pasture
cattle was discussed.'” Other areas were dvked, especially
in Marshfield. Kennebunk, Old Orchard and elsewhere,
as well as in other areas of New England. When the editors
of the state’s press met in Machias for an excursion, they
viewed the dvkes and manv reported their findings to
their readers.'"” Scarborough marshes were always an
object of interest for potential dvkers and several
attempts, none very successful, were begun in that area."

Over and over again the Maine Farmer presented
articles, queries. and responses with regard to salt marsh
reclamation. Usually, however, it was the Nova Scotia
marshes that were cited as exemplars for future work.'

Dyvkes in the southern part of Maine tended to go out
of use fairly earlv. The demand for hay increased but
cleared land inland supplied that need. Remains of those
dykes are noticeable from the road once one is prepared
to look for them. Downeast, the dykes remained 1n good
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repair until the 1920s. Even in that decade dykes were
constructed and repaired on the Pleasant River in
Addison. By World War II, however, farming downeast
had nearly disappeared. Dykes were no longer repaired
routinely each spring. Hay was still cut, but now for use
only in burning the blueberry barrens. By 1946 even this
use was over, once low cost petroleum derivatives replaced
the salt hay. Today the dykes remain. Whether their
usefulness is over is unknown, but their history of
providing income for downeast farmers suggests that
another day may yet see dyking and reclamation of salt
marshes both as a topic in the press and on the land."®
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