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LESSON 6              Proprietors, Squatters, & Surveyors 

 

SUBJECT   

 

Land acquisition and ownership in Maine as contrasted by the opposing views of 

proprietors, squatters, and surveyors.  

 

STUDENTS WILL 

 

 Understand different attitudes and actions of Maine’s early settlers regarding land 

ownership 

 Explain how the different attitudes of early settlers affected Maine statehood 

 

 

VOCABULARY proprietor, squatter, surveyor, sectionalism 

 

PREPARATION 

 

1. Read “Background” below, Chapter 11 of Settling the Maine Wilderness, 

“Politics and Societies, pages 55-60,” and part of Chapter 17, “Inventory: 170 

Years Later, section “Land Use and Ownership,” pages 100-101. 

 

2. Make copies of the “Student Worksheet” for each student, and three copies of 

the “Graphic Organizer for Group Summary” and “Cooperative Learning 

Activity” worksheet, one for each group. Copy pages 106-111 from Finding 

Katahdin by Amy Hassinger (University of Maine Press, 2001) as a handout for 

each student to read. 

 



 

Background 

 

Proprietors vs. Squatters 
 

“Proprietor” was the name used for those people who purchased and had legal 

ownership of large tracts of land.  Because Massachusetts was populated before Maine 

was, and Boston became a center of commerce, many of the wealthier Bostonians were 

able to buy large areas of land in the District of Maine (part of Massachusetts until 1820).  

These proprietors had deeds to the land, but did not usually live on the land. The wealthy 

proprietors often exploited their legal right to the land by selling it at high prices and 

hiring surveyors to delineate and claim the land they legally owned. After the American 

Revolution, some people believed that the land formerly owned by loyalists or the British 

Government should be public land. These “squatters” claimed the land in Maine by living 

on it, building homes, and creating farms for their families. This problem became 

pervasive in the late 18
th

 and into the 19
th

 century when surveyors were sometimes 

physically threatened by the squatters, who believed they had the right to the land they 

had worked hard to improve. The idea of wealthy people from Massachusetts owning 

land in Maine where they did not live or involve themselves in the communities was a 

problem for some Mainers early on. This sentiment may be the root of the modern 

expression by Mainers that those “from away” do not belong and should not have equal 

say in the affairs of the town.  Mainers often have a strong sense that living here is the 

most important claim to the area and that those who have lived here for generations, 

should be the ones who have the most influence in decision-making.   

 

For Further Reading:  

 

1. Richard Judd, et al., Maine: The Pine Tree State from Prehistory to the Present, 

(Orono: University of Maine Press, 1995), 170-178, 247-249. 

2. James Leamon, Revolution Downeast, (Amherst: University of Massachusetts 

Press, 1993).  

3. Laurel Thatcher Ulrich, A Midwife’s Tale: The Life of Martha Ballard, From 

her Diary 1785-1812, (New York: Vintage Press, 1990) (For primary source 

information about attacks on surveyors from squatters in the area.) 

 

 

 

BODY OF LESSON 

 

Class Period 1. Present the information outlined in the background reading and in 

the readings from Settling the Maine Wilderness, emphasizing the differing perspectives 

of land ownership held by proprietors, squatters, and Moses Greenleaf. Explain how 

these people felt about Maine statehood. Discuss why the squatters generally lived inland 

and how the areas of lower population allowed squatting. Students will read the 

information from Finding Katahdin (provided as handouts) and then record what they 

learned about the three perspectives on the student worksheet. Explain to the class that 



they and then be divided into three groups, each of which will represent the viewpoint of 

a proprietor, a squatter, or Moses Greenleaf. Within their group they will discuss the 

ideas that each recorded on their worksheet and compile a summary of the important 

attitudes on the graphic organizer, which reflects their efforts as a group. They will then 

discuss and record more detailed ideas about the perspective their group represents and 

chose one person or several members within the group who will participate in an 

“Improvised Interactive Play.”  The teacher will meet with each group to check for 

accuracy of information before the play. (Knowledge, Comprehension, Application, 

Analysis) 

 

Class Period 2. The representatives from each group will engage in a 

play/dialogue that will be videotaped by the teacher. The video will then be viewed by 

the class, which can be followed by a summarizing class discussion. (Application, 

Analysis) 

  

ASSESSMENT (optional) 

 

The video can be shown and paused after each of the actor’s dialogue. The 

students can then write their own responses to the dialogue they just viewed from the 

perspective of the other two actors (e.g. if the proprietor speaks, the student will write a 

possible response of Moses Greenleaf and a squatter.)  The final assessment will include 

the student’s responses and an essay that summarizes what they learned, with grading 

based on the depth of each student’s understanding of the differing viewpoints.  

 

EXTENSIONS 

 

1. Discuss how modern day attitudes about people “from away” are rooted in the 

unique history of the settlement in Maine, which began as a part of Massachusetts. 

Explore how present-day resentment about wealthy Massachusetts vacationers, 

purchasers of land, or even new residents of Maine towns, may be remnants of Maine’s 

early history. (Application, Analysis, Evaluation, Synthesis) 

 

2. Discuss or have the students research factors that led to the separation of:  the 

United States from England, Maine from Massachusetts, and/or a town in Maine that was 

once part of another town, such as the original six towns of Ancient North Yarmouth, 

ME. (For further information see Rowe, Ancient North Yarmouth and Yarmouth.) 

(Application, Analysis, Evaluation, Synthesis) 
 

 
 



 

Student Worksheet 

 

  19
th

 Century Profiles and Viewpoints of Land Ownership in Maine 
 

 

 

Name: ______________________     Date: ____________        Class: _______________ 

 
 

Directions: 

Using the information learned in class and in your reading, list the important attitudes 

represented by the proprietors, squatters, and Moses Greenleaf. 

 

 



      19
th

 Century Profiles and Viewpoints of Land Ownership in Maine 
 

 

Graphic Organizer for Group Summary 
 

Names: _________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

_____________________________________________________________ 

 

 

       Proprietors 
 

                  - wealthy 

 

         Squatters 
 

-  generally lived inland, away  

from commercial port areas 

 

 

Moses Greenleaf 
 

- believed that people should  

     live on the land they own  

     with the purpose of settling a     

     town 

 

 

 
 

                   

 

 
 

 

 

Moses Greenleaf 
 

 



Cooperative Learning Activity 

 

19
th

 Century Viewpoints and Profiles on Land Ownership in Maine 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Group viewpoint: ____________________________ 

 

 

Names: _________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Directions: 

After completing a group summary of the important attitudes of the proprietors,  

squatters, and Moses Greenleaf, develop a plan to present the information about your 

group’s assigned viewpoint in the form of an “Improvised Interactive Play.” Use the 

space below for notes and ideas that you want to present to the class.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                    Teacher Answer Key 

 

S E T T L I N G  T H E  M A I N E  W I L D E R N E S S 

 

 

 

        Proprietors 
 

 

        - wealthy 

 

        - from Boston 

 

        - did not live on the land 

 

        - interest is financial gain 

 

        - little interest in the  

         people or town where 

         their land was located 

 

        - opposed statehood 

 

 

 

         Squatters 
 

 

-  generally lived inland, away  

from commercial port areas 

 

    - were farmers 

 

    - believed land should be  

      cheap or free to those who  

could work it 

 

    - rejected “legal” ownership        

     of land by non-residents 

 

    - right to the land is “earned”            

      not “purchased” 

 

 - religious dissenters 

 

- supported statehood, but not   

generally politically aware or 

active within established 

governments  

 

    -  sometimes resorted to  

       violence as “White Indians” 

 

Moses Greenleaf 
 

  - believed that people should  

     live on the land they own  

     with the purpose of settling a     

     town 

 

    -believed that inhabitants of  

     a town would make personal  

     and long-term investments in    

 its future growth 

  

   - opposed large land ownership  

      by people who did not live 

       on the land 

  

   - believed in the ideology of  

      the “yeoman,” a self-  

      sufficient person, not subject      

      to the will of others 

 

   - believed that the aristocracy    

      should lead the people 

 

- supported law and order  

 

- likely supported gradual   

statehood, likely initially 

opposed (strong Federalist) 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 



 



 

 



 

 



 
















