What were they thinking?  Events surrounding the decision to dike Wellfleet’s Herring River

The following information was kindly provided by University of Louisville Professor of History, and Wellfleet resident, Dr. John Cumbler.  It is an excerpt from his forthcoming book on the environmental history of Cape Cod.  John provides intriguing insight into the otherwise mysterious, and even in 1908 highly controversial, decision to cut off tides from Wellfleet’s most important estuarine resource. 

In 1906 Lorenzo Dow Baker went before the Wellfleet town meeting to argue that they should spend tens of thousands of dollars dyking  the tidal inlets to the town’s salt water marshes to cut down on mosquitoes and encourage tourism.  This was a big request, but Baker was an important town leader and his voice carried weight.  Baker was the son of a Wellfleet schooner fishing captain and a fourth generation fishing sailor. At eleven years of age he shipped out on his father’s vessel as a cabin boy.  By his twenties he owned his own 70 ton schooner and in 1871 his vessel, the Telegraph of Wellfleet, limped into a Jamaica harbor after battling a hurricane while returning to the Cape from Venezuela. Looking for a profitable cargo to make up for the costs of repairs, Baker took on a load of bananas. After selling the bananas in Jersey City, Baker returned to Jamaica for more of the same. These he disposed of in Boston to a fruit merchant who would soon become his partner in the Boston Fruit Company, which in 1888 emerged as the dominate force in the newly formed United Fruit Company.  Baker had not favored the merger nor the new company’s shift away from buying bananas from small patch holders to the larger plantation model and he withdrew from the company, but with stock holdings that made him a millionaire.

Baker was born during the golden years of the Cape, when the masts of over a hundred fishing schooners had filled Wellfleet harbor like a forest of limbless trees. Whaling ships brought home whale oil from the North Atlantic. Acres of flakes with drying fish stretched out behind the shore while windmills pumped salt water into dozens of drying vats. Coopers, ship wrights, boat repairers, sail-makers, caulkers, and merchants crowded about the busy wharfs.  Farmers brought in milk, eggs, and vegetables to feed the busy harbor town.  But the Cape Lorenzo Dow Baker returned to after his trips between Jamaica and Boston was not the prosperous one in which he grew up.  Of the hundred fishing schooners that sailed out of Wellfleet in 1850 only 20 remained in 1890.
 Wharfs from Provincetown to Falmouth were being abandoned, and ships were no longer being built on the Cape. Scavengers were tearing up the old salt-works for the wood and farmers were having trouble surviving on the prices they were getting for their goods.

 Baker knew the Cape and fishing. He had fished most years before his run to Venezuela, and the winter he returned from his successful banana run to Boston, he took the Telegraph out for another fishing season. The rewards for his winter of fishing of 1871-1872 were so small, however, that he gave up the boat’s share of the profits in order to give his sailors even a small share (which amounted to between $1.88 to 2.46 a week per sailor) for their labors.
  His childhood friends increasingly  struggled to survive as fishermen or farmers. Children of his friends were leaving the Cape for opportunity elsewhere, and homes were in disrepair. The forests that had supplied the wood for boats, salt-works, barrels, and fuel were stripped from the land and sand now blew across abandoned fields.  Seeing all this Lorenzo Dow Baker had a different vision for the Cape’s future. 

The banana trade from Jamaica that Baker initiated used local patch farmers to raise the bananas, but needed a massive infrastructure to sustain it. At Port Antonio, where Baker gathered and loaded his bananas, he  oversaw the building of wharves, warehouses, a hospital, schools, boarding houses, and a large hotel. The hotel functioned as a place for company officials to stay.  Looking for an opportunity to expand employment for his workers during the off season and keep the hotel full over the winter months, Baker advertised the hotel as a winter tourist retreat. Soon thereafter he brought his experience in transforming Port Antonio to his hometown of Wellfleet.  There he bought a wharf on a beach by the town harbor and in 1888 transformed it from a fishing wharf to the massive Chequessett Inn which stretched out over the harbor. The Inn’s rooms resembled ships cabins. Baker brought up workers from his Jamaica hotel and combined these with college students and locals to staff the Inn during the summer season.  The Chequessett Inn was a success, but it was also part of Baker’s vision for a different Cape Cod, a place of tourists and vacationers spending money appreciating the sand, surf, and sea while vicariously partaking in the Cape’s heritage of fishing, farming and folksiness.  

Baker realized that much of the attraction of the Cape depended upon its natural beauty, but nature was not always a comfortable place.  The bay and harbor that sheltered the boats that for two hundred years had gone to sea for fish and trade in Lorenzo Dow Baker’s new vision would provide safe shelter forfishing for sportsmen and pleasure sailors. In Wellfleet shallow creeks and a river surrounded by acres of marsh grass fed the harbor. These streams sustained rich fish populations, attracted spring herring runs and provided the fresh water which nourished the town’s famous oyster beds. The marsh grass in turn provided fodder for the town’s livestock.  But the tidal water flooded and ebbed and the marshes flourished with life including insect life. Even the tough naturalist Henry David Thoreau complained of the mosquitoes on the Cape.
   Lorenzo Dow Baker understood that for his new vision of Cape Cod to prosper it required not only natural beauty, but nature controlled, particularly insects.  It was those insects, mosquitoes  and green-headed flies, that brought Baker to the Wellfleet town meeting.

Baker argued before the town meetings from 1906 to his death in 1908 that if the town dyked and drained the marshes more land would be available for sale as vacation homes that would appeal to off-Cape residents once the mosquitoes had been eliminated.  In response, the town began building dikes but balked at the largest one—the one to close off the Herring River which flowed into Wellfleet Bay.  Its cost-$20,000-would mean a dramatic increase in town expenses, when the total budget of that year was only $15,000.
 But Baker and his allies continued to argue the advantages of the new tourist economy. Baker brought in experts who argued that the money spent on the dyke would be quickly made up in the increased value of the property, as the land “would be at once in demand for sites for summer residents, where the mosquitoes reduced to a normal quantity and every homestead would have a greater selling value.”

Not all the town’s residents were convinced.  Above the mouth of the Herring river where the dyke would be constructed were numerous oyster beds that were worked by local oystermen  and where shore fishermen had their fishing shacks to keep their boats and equipment.  The spring herring run up river had for almost two centuries supplied ample bait and food for the town’s fishermen and residents.  The year Baker proposed his dykes, the town auctioned off the fishing rights on the river for $355. Residents argued that the herring runs up the river were too important to the town and its history to be destroyed and that the livelihood of those upstream should be considered. 

Despite Baker’s popularity in town (in 1903 he threw a massive clam bake on Billingsgate island where the whole town filled up on free lobsters, oysters, clams, corn and Jamaican fruits)  resistance to the Herring River dyke held until  1908, the year of Baker’s death.  As Wellfleet was mourning its wealthiest resident, his supporters argued that the final dyke on the Herring River would be the best tribute to the town’s famous sea captain.  That appeal was too strong for the dyke’s opponents.

Twelve of those who opposed Baker’s vision of their town as a tourist destination brought suit against the dyke, however, arguing that its destruction of the herring runs violated common law protection of the rights of the citizens to fish. The town then promised to open the dyke’s gates to allow the migration of herring,  the case was dismissed, and the dyke was built.  Yet those who fought the dyke were right to be concerned.  Despite the claim that the gates would be opened, so few fish made it to their spawning ponds in 1910 that the town could get only one bid, the fishing rights and that of only $70. The next year no one bid as no fish made it past the dyke, and all the fishermen, oystermen, and clammers above the dyke had to look elsewhere for employment.
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