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LESSON 3                Making a Living in Williamsburg 

 

 

SUBJECT 

 

Exploration of ways that Maine people living in Moses Greenleaf’s time 

supported themselves economically 

 

STUDENTS WILL 

 

Identify economic conditions and options for Moses Greenleaf and early settlers 

of the Maine frontier 

 

 

VOCABULARY Natural Resources  

 

PREPARATION 

 

1. Read Chapter 5 of Settling the Maine Wilderness, “Greenleaf Hill,” pp. 22-28.  

 

2. Read and copy the “Introduction to Moses Greenleaf,” the “Moses Greenleaf 

Primer,” and “Making a Living in Williamsburg” for each student. 

 

3.   Research town resources and industries, past and present. 

             

 

BODY OF LESSON 

 

Introduction:  



 

Discuss with students the sources of the products that they use everyday.  Where 

do they buy their food?  Does anyone have a garden at home?  Where do they purchase 

their clothes?  Do they think these items are made in Maine?  How would they get food, 

clothes and other items if they did not have access to a store? 

 

             Tell students that they will be learning about how people provided themselves 

with the food, clothes and other goods they needed to live in the early 1800s, using the 

example of Moses Greenleaf and his town of Williamsburg, Maine. 

 

Activity 1. 

 

Have the students read “Making a Living in Williamsburg” and then complete a 

5-4-3-2-1 sheet to organize what they learned. Some students may emphasize facts, while 

others may have more questions. After they complete the assignment, have them share 

their sheets with 2 or 3 classmates. (Knowledge, Comprehension, Evaluation) 

   

Activity 2.  

 

 In spite of settling a town, working as a judge, farming, writing, mapmaking and 

being a community leader, Moses Greenleaf struggled to achieve and maintain the 

standard of living he was hoping to attain. Ask students to complete the “Yes, but…” 

activity sheet, including a summary statement reflecting their understanding of the 

Greenleaf family’s economic reality.  

 

Activity 3. 

 

Discuss the following as a class: 

 

You have read about how difficult it was for people to make a living in Williamsburg. 

Moses felt that better roads and a new railway would help people in his town. Why do 

you think he felt this way? (Evaluation, Synthesis) 

 

 

  

ASSESSMENT 

  

Based on performance on the worksheet and letter. The letter should address the 

important issues behind the need for roads and railroads, such as their ability to support 

industrial development 

 

EXTENSION  

 

Have students visit the website http://www.visibleblackhistory.com/19th_century.htm 

and learn about the former African Americans slaves who worked at the slate quarry in 

Williamsburg after the Civil War.   



 

Have students explore the natural resources, and the past and present industries in their 

town. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Making a Living in Williamsburg 
(Summarized from Settling the Maine Wilderness by Walter Macdougall) 

 



 When Moses Greenleaf moved to Williamsburg in the early 1800s, meeting even the 

most basic needs was a challenge. There were no stores, doctors, schools, or businesses, and the 

settlers were very much on their own. Economic uncertainty came with the territory. The nearest 

commercial center, Bangor, was a two-day trip on horseback. Moses and his family, along with 

the other families that soon moved to Williamsburg, had to find ways to provide for their needs, 

taking whatever the environment offered, and learning to improvise. 

 The early inland settlers raised crops and animals to feed themselves. The Greenleafs 

grew peas, cabbage, cucumbers, potatoes, and turnips. Later, they planted wheat and corn to be 

ground into flour. Moses was especially interested in fruit trees, and eventually had a large 

orchard. Mother Nature provided maple sap, honey, berries, fish, and wild game. Farm animals 

supplied meat, eggs, and dairy products.  

  Williamsburg’s hardwood stands and pine, cedar, and spruce trees provided firewood 

and lumber for construction. Some essentials had to be brought from Bangor, but settlers were 

handy at crafting the things they needed. In his journals Moses Greenleaf tells of making buckets, 

snowshoes, garden rakes, and ax handles. Occasionally, itinerant craftsmen would visit 

Williamsburg and make shoes or patch kettles.  Most settlers made soap, fashioned baskets, and 

made cloth from the wool of their own sheep. 

 Moses Greenleaf knew that his neighbors would need resources beyond what farming 

could provide. The relatively short growing season and the poor soil in Williamsburg made it 

difficult to grow or raise enough food. Moses was always looking for other ways for people in 

Williamsburg to support themselves. 

 In the early 1800s most factories relied on waterpower to operate, and Williamsburg did 

not have this natural resource available.  Nonetheless, Moses believed that industry would be 

critical to the success of the town, and that the manufacture and sales of products would 

supplement the incomes of farmers, particularly during the non-growing seasons. He set about to 



discover whatever natural resources might be tapped to provide income for the citizens of 

Williamsburg.  

 Moses discovered two valuable resources in and around Williamsburg. The first, slate, 

was a fine-grained gray rock that could be quarried and sold in other towns and cities for roofing 

material, sinks, and school blackboards. The second, iron ore, was a natural element that could be 

processed into iron for making a variety of products such as farming tools and household 

containers. Although these industries never proved as successful as Moses had hoped, at least 

partly due to the due to the challenges inherent in inland transportation, they did provide many 

people with a way to make additional income. 

 Although Moses farmed his land, that occupation alone did not provide the means to 

make a satisfactory living for his growing family, so he looked for other sources of income.  He 

built a mill on Bear Brook in western Williamsburg when he first settled there, but it was only 

marginally successful due to inefficiency and poor management. He enjoyed survey work, but it 

did not provide steady income. In addition to surveying, Moses held several government positions 

that provided additional income. As Justice of the Peace for Hancock County, Associate Justice 

of the Court of Common Pleas for Penobscot County, and Justice of the Court of Sessions for 

Penobscot County, he received cash fees.  As a justice, Moses certified deeds, drew up bonds, 

witnessed documents, and handled minor suits, settlements, and summonses. The legal work 

Moses did left him with a negative impression of some people in society, which prompted him to 

focus his energies on those things that interested and inspired him, such as the furthering of his 

vision of a “household of faith.”    

  

 

 

 

5-4-3-2-1 for Making a Living in Williamsburg 
 



5 things you learned from your reading 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 services that you think are essential for a town 

 

 

 

 

 

3 natural resources in the area near Williamsburg  

 

 

 

2 questions about what you read  

 

 

 

1 image that sticks with you…sketch it 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STUDENT WORKSHEET           Name: _________________________ 
 

When Land in Williamsburg stopped selling, Moses tried a variety  of jobs to 

sustain himself and his family, many of which were only marginally successful. Read 



the things that Moses did below and write a “Yes, but...” sentence for each based on 

what you learned from  your reading. When you have finished, wirte a summarizing 

paragraph. 

 

Moses produced maple syrup and sugar. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses raised crops and fruit. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses built a saw and grist mill. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses surveyed land. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses served as a consultant on wild lands. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses became a Justice of the Peace. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses raised farm animals. 

Yes, but 

 

Moses made and sold maps. 

Yes, but 

 

 

Summary: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TEACHER ANSWER KEY 
 

Moses produced maple syrup and sugar. 



Yes, but 
This activity was seasonal and produced only a small amount of their food needs. 

 

Moses raised crops and fruit. 

Yes, but 
  Raising crops provided food for the family, but did not provide cash income. On 

at least one occasion, the food rotted. 
 

Moses built a saw and grist mill. 

Yes, but 
The mills were inefficient and poorly managed. 

 

Moses surveyed land. 

Yes, but 
 Surveying was moderately lucrative, but it was hard physical labor which took a 

toll on Moses’ heatlh and he had to be away from home a lot.   

 

Moses served as a consultant on wild lands. 

Yes, but 
 Although Moses enjoyed consulting on wild lands, there is no evidence that he 

earned money doing so. 
 

Moses became a Justice of the Peace (and other Court Justices.)  

Yes, but 
 His income could only partially support his family’s needs. Even so, the 

appointment as  Justice of the Peace provided much-needed income and also allowed 

Moses to associate with many people, so he became a well-known member of the larger 

community. 
 

Moses raised farm animals. 

Yes, but 
 Raising farm animals provided food for the family, but did not provide cash 

income. 
 

Moses made and sold maps. 
Yes, but 

His never provided much income in Moses’ lifetime. His son took over the sale of 

his maps after his death.   
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Introduction to Moses Greenleaf 

Maine’s First Mapmaker 

 

In the years following the American Revolution, which was from 

1775-1783, many people moved to the region that is now Maine. In fact, 

between the years 1790 and 1810, the population of Maine nearly doubled! 

One of the people who came to Maine during this time was a young boy 

named Moses Greenleaf, who would grow up to be the first cartographer 

(mapmaker) of the State of Maine. 

 Most people in early America were farmers, although some made a 

living in the growing cities. Shipbuilding, storekeeping, and carriage-making 

were profitable businesses in the cities. Many of the new settlers of Maine, 

including the Greenleafs, came from southern New England, particularly 

Massachusetts and Connecticut. The populations there had been growing 

rapidly and people were looking for more land for farming and for 

harvesting natural resources such as timber. 

 While many people were happy with the growing cities and 

prospering businesses of southern New England, others longed for a simpler 

way of life. The District of Maine, which was then part of Massachusetts, 

had large towns along the coast, but much of the interior was open and 

available for settlement. Land was inexpensive and plentiful, and Moses 



Greenleaf’s father was eager to move his family to a more rural 

environment. 

 In 1790, the Greenleafs left their home in Newburyport, 

Massachusetts, and moved to Peacock Hill, in New Gloucester, Maine. 

Captain Moses Greenleaf, father of the mapmaker, was determined to spend 

his “evenings by the fire and his days close to the soil.” He was worried that 

wealth was becoming too important to many people in Newburyport, so he 

gave up his business to become a farmer and a country gentleman. 

 Moses the mapmaker was thirteen when the family moved to New 

Gloucester. The oldest of five children, he had spent his early years in 

Newburyport, a town booming with activity and widening interests. He 

learned draftsmanship and naval architecture from his father, and was a 

strong student, particularly in mathematics. He was an avid reader with an 

excellent memory and excellent penmanship. Although his formal education 

was not extensive, he had a solid background in the basic skills and a strong 

interest in everything around him. 

 Moses grew into an easy-going, likable young man with a quick mind 

and strong writing and speaking skills. When he turned twenty-one, he 

opened a store in New Gloucester, selling “razors, files, penknives, beef 

shad, tobacco by the pound, cider by the barrel, rum by the gill, blank books, 

gum paper, twine – in short, everything from tea to the pot in which to brew 

it.”  

 Moses kept store for the next seven years, in several Maine towns. He 

taught school for awhile, but his greatest interest was in land, especially the 

land to the north, “where a man might own part of a township and live as an 

independent gentleman.” His consuming interest in the land north of the 

Piscataquis River, along with the debt that came from his kindheartedness, 

ended his storekeeping career, and led him to a life promoting the sale of 

land in Maine. 

 In 1805 Moses married Persis Poor of Bangor, and shortly thereafter 

took a job as land agent for William Dodd, owner of a large tract of land in 

Maine. As land agent, Greenleaf agreed to settle and develop a new town 

near the Sebec River. The town was named Williamsburg, after William 

Dodd, and Moses and Persis moved there with their children on December 

30 of 1810. 

 Moses Greenleaf had a vision for the kind of town he wished 

Williamsburg to become, and he spent the rest of his life working toward 

that vision. In 1814 he built a new home on Greenleaf Hill, and continued to 

encourage other members of his family to join him in Williamsburg. He 

established a town government, built a church and a school, and started 



community organizations in an attempt to convince other people to move to 

the new town. He promoted the use of the area’s natural resources, notably 

slate and iron, to create jobs for the people living in Williamsburg. He built 

roads and brought railroads to the area, so that people could move 

themselves and their products around. Eventually, stagecoach and mail 

service came to Williamsburg, signs of a successful settlement. 

 Moses became a distinguished member of the Williamsburg 

community, and he served as a Court Justice for several years. In his effort 

to encourage settlement in Maine, he worked to gather information about the 

interior sections of Maine. He took trips to survey and map the unsettled 

land, and collected geographical information about lakes, rivers, mountains, 

resources, and climate. Greenleaf then published books and maps describing 

the land and encouraging people to move there. 

 In 1815 Moses Greenleaf’s first map of the District of Maine was 

printed. Although other maps of the area existed, Moses’ maps were 

important because they showed geographical features, distances, and other 

aspects of the Maine landscape that had not been widely known before his 

maps were published. Moses continually updated his maps and produced the 

first map of Maine when it became a state in 1820, making him Maine’s first 

cartographer. After publishing two books and several maps, Moses 

Greenleaf died in 1834.  A monument to him was erected in 1947 to 

acknowledge his contributions to the settlement of Maine.  

After Moses died, his son Moses Jr. helped to promote and publish 

more of Moses’ detailed maps and information. Moses’ maps helped 

encourage settlement throughout Maine, but his own town of Williamsburg 

reverted to a township when its population declined after mass migration to 

the mid-western states following the Civil War. Even so, Moses Greenleaf’s 

foresight in helping to make people aware of the geography and resources of 

Maine was so important that he deserves to be remembered as one of 

principal founders of the State of Maine. 

 

                

  

  




