Boundary Battle
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Fort Kent, ME -   Bet you never heard of the Aroostook War.  Well, there was one, and it was between the U.S. and Britain in the mid-1800’s.  It is often called a “bloodless” war, but that is not exactly the case.  More later on that.

It seems that the border between Maine and Canada was not clearly delineated following either the Revolutionary War or the War of 1812. It was not terribly important to either side until logging interests in both New Brunswick and Maine realized that the valuable forests of pine, cedar and spruce in the surrounding forests were worth fighting over. The King of the Netherlands had issued an arbiter’s decision on the matter in 1832, but his boundary proposals were totally unacceptable to the settlers in Maine, so the U.S. did not accept his solution.  Tensions continued to increase, because both sides wanted freedom to roam the area and sell the timber to shipyards and mills at considerable profit.  So, as is often the case, it was basically a money dispute.

Both Americans and Canadians captured “trespassers” from the opposing side.  It was essentially a lawless area, with each country making increasingly threatening statements with demands that their opponents retreat.  In March of 1839, British troops were sent to Madawaska, a small village about 20 miles up the St. John River from here.  This action caused alarm bells to sound both in the Maine legislature and in the U.S. Congress.  American troops were authorized and sent to the scene – 50, 000 troops were authorized (an incredible number for the time), but not nearly that many were sent.

Local militia (called a civil posse) went to work here fortifying a position upstream of the British at what became known as Fort Kent.  The structure is a wooden blockhouse of huge cedar logs.  It sits on the southwest corner of the intersection of the St. John and Fish rivers, and was surrounded by supporting buildings.  The construction of the fort enraged the British settlers in New Brunswick (across the river), and further saber rattling occurred, often fueled by large quantities of booze and bravado.  There were even fighting songs penned, most featuring lyrics by the Americans reminding the British that they had been “whipped twice before” and that the Yanks were eager to do it to them again. 

Although local tensions were high, neither government had the heart for another war, so a temporary truce was negotiated and federal troops were sent to Fort Kent to relieve the local posse.  For the next three years, both sides glared at each other.  Daniel Webster was sent to meet with his British counterpart, Alexander Baring, who carried the title, First Baron of Ashburton.  In 1842 they reached an agreement acceptable to both sides, called the Webster-Ashburton Treaty.  The U.S. gained 7/12 of the disputed area, and the British received the remaining 5/12.  Webster reportedly produced a map that Benjamin Franklin had used in Paris during negotiations following the Revolutionary War to convince Baring.  It could well have been a fake.  Such trickery would not be the first, or last, in the history of peace talks.

Anyway, both sides withdrew and the present Maine-Canada boundary was firmly established.  No shots had been fired, and hence the conflict became known as “The Bloodless War.”  But there was one casualty.  When the peace agreement was made known to the U.S. soldiers, they were told to turn in their weapons and head home.  Several, however, had been itching to fire their guns, so they shot several rounds each toward a nearby grove of trees.  Unfortunately, there was a farmer working in a field behind the trees.  This sad individual became the only casualty of the Aroostook War.

I thought you might like to know.
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