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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 

 

 

 
 

Moses Greenleaf, Maine’s First Mapmaker 
______________________________________________ 

 
 

Lesson 7                         Maine Statehood 

 

SUBJECT   

 

 The historical processes that led to the separation of Maine from Massachusetts 

 

STUDENTS WILL 

 

Understand the historical events that led to Maine Statehood and Moses 

Greenleaf’s role in the process 

 

VOCABULARY See note regarding Vocabulary in “How to Use” section 

 

moderates, polemical, caucus 

 

PREPARATION  

 

1. Read Finding Katahdin, pp. 112-122, and make copies for the students. 

2. Read excerpts from Chapter 11 of Settling the Maine Wilderness, “Politics and 

Societies,” pp. 57-59,  (attached) and make copies for the students. 

3. Optional: Obtain information online about Maine statehood. If students have 

laptops and web access they can access the following or similar websites: 

  

www.maine.gov/sos/kids Secretary of State Kids Page 

www.massmoments.org (search for “Maine Statehood”) 

www.mainehistory.info/history.html  A Brief History of Maine by Jim Brunelle 

http://www.maine.gov/sos/kids
http://www.massmoments.org/
http://www.mainehistory.info/history.html
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BODY OF LESSON 

 

Activity 1.  

Have students read the materials from Finding Katahdin and Settling the Maine 

Wilderness and seek out further information online if laptops are available about the 

motivations for Mainers to separate from Massachusetts in the late 1700s and early 

1800s. They can take notes on the graphic organizer at www.readwritethink.org.  

 

Activity 2.  

 

Have a class discussion addressing the following questions: 

 

1. How did Williamsburg residents vote on this controversial subject? Why did they vote 

this way? 

2. Why did William King change political parties? 

3. When did the “Separation Movement” begin to pick up momentum? 

4. What were the “hot topics” looming in this debate? 

5. How did a separation with Massachusetts benefit Maine in the early settlers’ opinion? 

6. How could a separation with Massachusetts put Maine at a disadvantage? 

(Knowledge, Comprehension, Application) 

 

 

Homework Assignment (optional) 

 

Have the students write a brief description of three advantages and three 

disadvantages of Maine becoming an independent state as viewed by Moses Greenleaf 

and William King.  

 

Activity 3.  

 

Do one of the following: 

 

 Choice 1: 

 

Students will write a letter (they can use the www.readwritethink.org site for letter 

writing if laptops are available) from the perspective of a prominent Mainer to a family 

member, colleague, or friend (such as Moses Greenleaf writing to his brother, Eben or 

William King writing to his brother, Rufus). This letter will be five-paragraphs 

attempting to persuade another Mainer to vote for or against Maine statehood. Letters 

should take a clear side and use the disadvantages or advantages researched earlier to 

support their opinion. (Application, Synthesis)  

 

Choice 2:  
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Students will make a poster and write a short speech (one paragraph) from the 

perspective of a prominent Mainer such as Moses Greenleaf or William King that could 

have been used to convince other Mainers of their point of view prior to the vote for 

Maine statehood. The poster and speech should contain specific viewpoints and the 

reasons behind these viewpoints. (Application, Analysis) 

 

 

ASSESSMENT 

 

Student criteria for self-assessment on this assignment should be based on the 

utilization of vocabulary from the readings, use of specific supporting 

advantages/disadvantages, and creativity and clarity of the product: 

  

1. Was it clear how the author of the letter, speech, and/or poster stood on Maine 

statehood? 

 

2. Was it well communicated? 

 

3. Was creativity used to represent the time period? Was relevant language used? Maine 

symbols? Creative Maine slogans? 

 

EXTENSION 

 

What were issues that complicated the Maine Statehood controversy? 

(Application, Analysis) 
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Moses Greenleaf and the Separation of Maine From Massachusetts 
 

From Chapter 11 Politics and Societies, pp. 57-59 

 

The following is a description of some of the issues of Maine statehood surrounding 

Moses Greenleaf. 

 

p. 57-58  

As the new century began, Maine’s political battle lines formed upon the issue of 

separation from Massachusetts. This was not a new issue by the time Moses took an 

interest. He was eight when the first separation meeting was held in Portland. Five 

conventions had been held, and the first movement for separation had collapsed with 

another taking its place before Captain Moses Greenleaf moved his family north to New 

Gloucester. Coming from an arch-Federalist household, there can be little doubt that 

Greenleaf received an early anti-separationist influence. What remains to be explored is 

whether Moses’ concerns rose above prejudice and party adherence. 

 Edgar Crosby Smith, Greenleaf’s first biographer, assumed that Moses supported 

the separation movement. This assumption was repeated by Samuel Boardman, who 

wrote the introduction to Smith’s biography. Boardman stated: “Mr. Greenleaf was the 

real state-maker of Maine” and stressed that Moses’ writing and maps did “more than any 

other man to make known . . . the value and importance of Maine.” Smith and Boardman 

were indisputably correct in their estimation of Moses’ role in bringing attention to 

Maine. However, evidence is lacking that he approved of the separation movement in 

1819 or aided in the final success of that cause. After all available data are considered, we 

are left with Greenleaf’s noncommittal statement of fact found in his journal entry for 

March 15, 1820: 
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Captain Hazly of Bangor called—brought intelligence that Maine is admitted into 

the union & therefore this day commences the existence of the District as a new 

state. 

 When the citizens of Williamsburg voted on the issue of Maine’s separation from 

Massachusetts in 1819, there were thirteen nays and two votes in favor. Of course we do 

not know who cast the two affirmative ballots, but it is unlikely that it was the Greenleaf 

brothers. If Moses had been in favor of separation, he certainly would have been more 

successful in winning his neighbors’ support for the cause of statehood, especially in light 

of the fact that the neighboring towns overwhelmingly voted in favor of separation.  It is 

likely Moses assumed that in due time Maine would leave the commonwealth, as did 

many moderates. He no doubt agreed with such fine sentiments as those expressed in 

James Sullivan’s History of the District of Maine: 

This extensive country [Maine] is so large and populous and in its situation so 

peculiar, that it cannot remain long a part of the commonwealth of Massachusetts 

. . . we rejoice in the anticipation of that elevated prosperity, and high degree of 

importance, to which the District must, from its peculiar advantages, be finally 

raised. 

But the evidence indicates that at the time the final vote was taken, Greenleaf felt that the 

issues had become polemical, surcharged with emotion, and darkened by a rough-and-

ready element he distrusted. It is probable that he would have subscribed to a statement 

made by John Adams: 

But I can tell you how it will be when there arises in Maine a bold, daring, ardent 

genius with talents capable of inspiring the people with his own enthusiasm and 
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ambition; he will tear off Maine from old Massachusetts and leave her in a state 

below mediocrity in the Union. 

 Edgar Crosby Smith cited, as proof of Moses’ approval of the separation 

movement, a letter written by Moses to his brother-in-law Eleazer Alley Jenks. The date 

was 1807, and Moses was in Boston attending a session of the General Court; he planned 

to be present at a caucus held by the ardent separatists. He reported his impressions: 

Massachusetts will be restored to correct principles, for the “Squatters” are about 

to manage their affairs in their own way. A caucus was held yesterday morning on 

the subject of separation, and adjourned to this evening at 6 o’clock. The Demo’s 

are decided in favor and many of the Federalists—who knows amid the 

revolutions that are impending what may await us—Gov. King! Chief Justice 

Widgery!!! how do they look together? 

Back from a later meeting, Greenleaf added this postscript: 

10 o’clock, P.M. The Grand Caucus was held this evening in the Senate chamber, 

Old W [Widgery] in the chair! A resolve passed that the members then present 

exert their influence in the Legislature to produce an order directing the several 

towns in Maine to give in their vote, . . . for or against separation. . . . The cause 

of the debate did not allow much argument against the measure. Mr. Bradbury 

attempted to oppose it, but was borne down by “Mr. Chairman;” the principal 

speakers in its favor were King, Greenwood, Kinsley, Foxcroft and some others. 

55 in favor, 10 against. 

 What is the implication of the exclamation points for both these quotes? William 

King had recently left the Federalist Party to climb upward in the power structure of the 
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Democratic Republicans. If, despite this, King rated one exclamation point of admiration, 

it is extremely doubtful that, in Greenleaf’s generous estimation, Widgery would have 

earned three exclamation points! 

 William Widgery was either much liked or greatly disliked. His friends thought 

him a man of tremendous energy who had pulled himself up from poverty to a position of 

property and prestige. To others he appeared crude and self-seeking. Leverett Saltonstall, 

a Federalist from Salem who met Widgery on a stage ride, thought him an uncouth bore 

and a disgrace to the commonwealth. 

 Tired out, Moses ended his postscript with a hurried reference to Aaron Burr’s 

insurrection—“So we go,” Moses closed, “good night.” His letter to Jenks had the usual 

enthusiasm when he wrote of those projects relating to the lands north of the Piscataquis, 

but the rest of his letter revealed the tone of a man watching disturbing events. He 

mentioned an attempt to change the penal code and talk of impeaching the judges of 

Massachusetts’ higher court. It is hard to escape the conclusion that he placed the 

separation movement in the same category with these indications that the old, responsible 

order was breaking down. 

 In such apprehensions Greenleaf was not alone. There were many who feared that 

the separation movement would fall into the hand of radicals—in fact, that it already had 

done so. Moreover, conservatives pointed to the armed insurrection that had occurred in 

western Massachusetts. It was not the time or the season for separation, a partition that 

would be a Brutus stab to the old commonwealth and a step for Maine toward anarchy. 

At the very least, Greenleaf was keenly aware of the issues that compounded the 
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problems of separation. In retrospect we can see how involved the issues truly were and 

why many felt they were witnessing the making of a baleful legacy for Maine. 

 

The following compares and contrasts Maine’s first governor William King and Moses 

Greenleaf: 

 

It would be especially interesting to know how Greenleaf and William King 

viewed each other. Apparently Greenleaf did not make King’s personal acquaintance 

until late in 1819, when he met him at a gathering of the Maine Agricultural Society held 

in Brunswick. In a letter written soon after this meeting, Greenleaf sought King’s opinion 

concerning a proposal “to encourage the immigration of foreigners” and asked if King 

would furnish him with information respecting lands for sale and settlement on the 

Kennebec River, along with the names of persons in that part of the state to whom 

immigrants might be referred. Moses wrote that he was persuaded of King’s dedication to 

pursue “any proper measure tending to increase the population or add to the advantages 

of the State.” His closing seems sincere: “with much respect, your obedient servant, 

Moses Greenleaf.” 

 But King and Greenleaf had quite different capabilities and personalities. Both 

men had a special attachment to Maine—that place to which they devoted so much 

energy—but King was a politician in the contemporary sense. He remains a complex 

figure. He was a cunning manipulator, yet the man who had Jefferson contribute Article 

Six of Maine’s constitution, which deals with education. He was the populist hero of the 

squatter and the struggling poor, yet he was also appropriately dubbed the “Sultan of 

Bath.” 


























