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Introduction 
 

Parson Jonathan Fisher, who came to Blue Hill in 1796 as the first settled minister east of the 
Penobscot, was a linguist, printer, inventor, artist, architect, flautist1 teacher, poet, botanist, and 
father of nine children, From the time that he was a divinity student at Harvard, he kept a journal in 
which he marked the events of his life, his daily drudgery, the growth of his family, his 
achievements, his poverty, and the happenings of The world around him. This record of life in early 
19th Century Maine was written in a code of his own device, and the contents of the Parson's 
journal remained the man S Own secret until Edith Weren of Blue Hill set about deciphering them 
Mrs. Weren did that imposing task for her sister, Mary Ellen Chase, the author of a popular account 
of the Parson's life. The results of Mrs. Weren's scholarship fill twenty-five loose-leaf notebooks 
now kept at the Blue Hill library. 

Mrs. Weren, one of eight children, was born in Blue Hill herself. "When I was young I worked 
for my father, who was a lawyer and Judge of Probate Court for Hancock County. I went to court 
with him in E]lsworth,1' she recalls. 

"My sister needed someone to do the work, so I did it. He left so much material. I had books and 
journals this high! He did leave a key. I had a small code to work with." 

Mary Ellen Chase, in the book on Fisher that resulted, gave her sister a measure of credit for the 
task of translation, but the total public acclaim for Mrs. Weren's  labor consists of one line in one 
review of the book.  "I thoroughly enjoyed doing it," she says. 'It was an accomplishment, and I'm 
sort of a simple unaccomplished person." 

Mrs. Weren probably knows the long-departed Parson better than anyone since his own lifetime. 
"He was a tyrant, no doubt," she acknowledges.  "You get mixed opinions. He never expressed any 
affection for anyone. He always called his wife "Mrs. Fisher", you know. But what he accomplished 
was very admirable." 

Mrs. Weren's own accomplishment, about which she is very modest, is described in her own 
words as follows.  Her account was delivered to a meeting of the Jonathan Fisher Memorial, Inc., in 
1967. 

 
 
John R. Wiggins 
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The Decoding of 
Jonathan Fisher's Journals 

 
BY EDITH WEREN 

 
In the autumn of 1792, while a student at Harvard College, Jonathan Fisher says that he was 

"seized with a mighty ambition". He determined to invent a "philosophical alphabet" which would 
not only save costly paper but "afford a curious specimen" to "some few" after his death. He claims, 
by the accomplishment of this determination, to have saved $70.00 in paper over a period of fifty 
years, and he considered this "philosophical alphabet" one of the "most esteemed accomplishments" 
of his entire life.  For forty-five years he used this code in the writing of all his sermons, letters and 
diaries, and one hundred and fifty three years after his initial "seizure of ambition", to contribute 
some little help toward the education of a son at this same college, a career-less wile and mother 
became one of the "few" about whom Jonathan Fisher speculated back in 1792 and accepted the 
assignment of decoding some one thousand pages of these "curious specimens" for the person who 
was to write and publish "Jonathan Fisher, Maine Parson." 

In the talent distribution to her generation, the decoder was the recipient of what Jonathan Fisher 
so aptly called "the web of a spider against a talent of gold". This was a sort of non-surrender policy 
toward material obstacles, and these 1,000 pages of "curious specimens" were indeed an un-
paralleled challenge to this unburied "spider's web." Once she had survived the initial shock of this 
goodly pile of hand bound journals, whose paper was visibly affected by the ravages of more than a 
century and a half, the characters in many places almost obliterated, she was prepared, or rather she 
prepared herself, to meet the challenge. 

Success or failure seemed to depend on one Gaylord Crossett Hall, a great-great-grandson of 
Parson Fisher, who was living in retirement at the National Arts Club in New York City.  He was 
the only person who had attempted to decipher the code, and his help and advice had been assured; 
in fact he is named in the foreword of Jonathan Fisher, Maine Parson as her "assistant." when 
personal visits and countless telephone calls elicited no response, the decoder prepared and mailed 
to him a list of questions, the answers to which seemed imperative before she embarked upon this 
awesome assignment.  Ten days brought no response (she met the postman half way down the street 
every morning), and when the reply finally did come, it was in FISHER CODE'. Then it was she 
realized she was on her inadequate own, and she went to work. 

The temptation to give up was often strong, but before many pages had been examined there 
appeared the Parson's own paraphrase of Luke 9:62, his version of which was "The man who puts 
his hand to the plough and DARES (no code character for that word-it was written in bold black 
letters) DARES to turn tack, is not fit for the Kingdom of Heaven." 

Over and over in the diaries he repeats this DO IT OR ELSE threat, his way no doubt of making 
sure that someday some one would not dare NOT to complete the decoding of his diaries. 

Under this cloud an uneasy decoder went to church.  As though Parson Fisher himself were in 
the pulpit, had summoned her to the pew, and assigned the sanctuary as her practice ground, out of 
the prayer, the scripture and the sermon came words over which she had been agonizing for a week.  
The cover of the hymnal and a forefinger, at that time arthritis free, were a perfect combination.  
The code characters scratched made no impression on the hymnal cover, but they became indelibly 
engraved upon a receptive and grateful mind, and twenty-three years later they are (regrettably) still 
there.  The minister, when he became aware of the role he could play for the next few weeks, was 
generous with Fisher words, and he often looked down with a gleam in his eye to make sure the 
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finger was still moving the reaction of the congregation, many of whom were her friends, to this 
unexplained weekly scratching would make another story, but with pastoral intervention and a 
previous reputation for normal sanity, she managed to keep herself out of a mental institution. 

To justify her withdrawal from the active life of the small New York community in which she 
lived, she invited an inspection of the reason why, for an undetermined period of time, she expected 
to become a recluse.  A casual glance, which was all she allowed, appeared to be convincing proof 
that the final accomplishment could be considered a literary achievement, and there were included 
in the conversation faint allusions to hitherto unsuspected "brains", and when later it became all too 
apparent that, given physical stamina! Patience, determination, a magnifying glass and plenty of 
aspirin, it was a job any high school freshman could have done, she never admitted it, even when 
the decoding became as routine as housework and as simple as drinking water. There were no eight 
hour days or forty hour weeks typical of that period, and every word had to be read there could be 
no cheating lest some significant fact should be omitted from the book, and Jonathan himself 
robbed of credit for same spectacular accomplishment.  When things were going well, a sixteen 
hour day was not unusual, and fascinating was the task of following Parson Fisher through day after 
busy day for forty-five years in his pursuit of activities too varied and numerous to mention, from 
daily monotonous chores to the hours he spent alone in his study meditating and agonizing over the 
"sinful state of his immortal soul", his "spiritual sloth," and his penitence for the "terrestrial 
concerns" which intruded into his prayers. 

Let's take a look at some of these "curious specimens." Parson Fisher's practice was to take a 
simple shape, and, by addition and manipulation, create a variety of words. Only one will be 
described in detail - a simple oval - which a completely bewildered decoder selected  as her first 
choice because of its unadorned appearance.  Parson Fisher called this a burden,  perhaps suggested 
by one of the boulders on the farm, or in the cellar wall, which ha had been forced to admit to 
himself that even he couldn't lift.  But how versatile in the hands of a Jonathan Fisher can a simple 
oval become! One tiny dot at the top made it eternity; two ear-like appendages which might emit 
streams of spouting water and he had a fountain; a tiny line pointing upward at the outside top 
resulted in tabernacle; another, crossing the first at right angles, made it a temple; slanting slightly 
to the right it was infinity, the same slant, but to the left, produced iniquity. Now, misplace the 
always indispensable magnifying glass, and allow for the ravages of time effacing a dot, a slant or a 
line, and eternity could become a burden, or iniquity replace a tabernacle.  Now take a circle and 
two illustrations; plain it was the sun; with eyes, nose, and mouth it was a face; again, let time 
remove the always indistinct dots which comprised the features, and a human physiognomy could 
become a heavenly body.  A mountain was a Blue Hill-like outline which, with the addition of a 
circle at the end of the right slope, transformed it into a mother . Let some outside action play upon 
that little circle, and a mother could become a mountain. All of which could result in a distorted 
translation and an at least temporarily confused decoder. 

Heart and hand were just those, the hand with a forefinger which always seemed to be pointing 
menacingly at the decoder, lest she fail to remember the oft repeated admonition of the Reverend 
Fisher in Luke 9:62, as to the fate of the man who, having put his hand to the plough, DARES to 
turn back. 

Devour  was a mouth, with one dot, maybe a tooth, or an unmasticated morsel of food.  Against 
was a coiled snake. Neighbor  was a container with a handle, perhaps a cup for borrowing. 
Experience was a maze of meaningless lines, a sort of anything can happen effect,  Love was an 
unsentimental colon. A person was a small letter p, and, logically enough, people a succession of 
p's. Habitation looked something less than contemporary to those times, a perfect Quonset hut. 
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Liberally sprinkled with dots, enough for every one of the fishers and each boarder, and he had 
inhabitants. 

Jerusalem was indeed "four-square,”  but when he needed something for foundation and 
realized that nothing could take the place of those four regular lines, he could not resist, so he put a 
chimney on Jerusalem.  Heaven was a favorite (if favorites exist in code outlines), a loosely tied 
bow-knot, with no ends, suggestive of ease and relaxation, no disconcerting dots, easy to recognize, 
comforting to translate, and even, after a twelve hour code day, to anticipate.  Blessing was a bow-
knot, with one end, maybe a qualification.  The devil was unmistakable. It had no counterpart. The 
clearest of all the “curious specimens", it was a large, heavily inked W, with a line across the top 
and extending on both sides, indicating it could be, devious paths, impervious to escape. Multitude 
was the devil turned upside down. 

There were phonetics and vowels, pages of them, never clearly understood, but which seemed to 
solve themselves as one went along. Not so abbreviations, which, probably exhausting all ideas for 
code characters, he employed in abundance. For example, Con and Dis.  Now Webster's Collegiate 
Dictionary lists 344 words beginning with Con and 256 with Dis.  Sometimes at midnight one 
seemed to make as much sense as the other.  Just be careful not to choose conciliation if he was 
talking about condemnation, or dissipation if what he meant was distinction. 

4911 were the recorded number of hours spent. Unrecorded were the sleepless ones, when in the 
anticipated darkness appeared gleaming code characters - transgression, sanctification, 
notwithstanding, a Jerusalem or two - whatever had been the objects of concentration before 
retiring, all were there in the darkness to remind her of what she had promised to translate into 
readable English "as soon as possible." 

Then many were the nightmares (reliving diary entries) when the decoder was holding in her 
bare hands a cat (always black) whose skin Parson Fisher was removing to use for gloves, or the 
binding of books; or she was feeding a new-born piglet (disowned by its mother) through a nipple 
that had no hole; or trying to sew on in five minutes all the buttons Jonathan and his sons had made 
in one month! 

There were plenty of amusing, even suspenseful, incidents.  Working on the entry of May 12, 
1798, she learned that “Mrs. Fisher sent for help about 10 o'clock A.M." and that "at seven hours 
and ten minutes she was, through kind Providence (and, he was generous enough to admit, severe 
labor pains) delivered." But due to a power failure at that moment, affecting the decoder's entire 
area, she was forced to wait seven hours (though no doubt under somewhat less discomfort) before 
learning that the baby was a boy! 

One evening, after joining her husband in a calorie-packed, substantial mid-evening "snack", 
ironically enough she turned the page to an entry about intemperance in eating, which, he wrote, 
"clogs the wings of the soul, renders one dull and drowsy and hence a prey to Satan." He calls the 
indulger an "Epicurean monster, whose heart resembles the stagnant lake of Sodom, filled with 
vanity and folly." This might have occasioned an attack of acute indigestion, had she not 
remembered an entry a few days earlier when the Parson recorded his own consumption of five 
sizable and delightful brook trout (no doubt augmented by a few cream 0' tartar biscuits or a slab of 
Johnny cake) which, he said, “ I caught myself, and a watermelon in length 12 inches, In girth 23 
inches, in weight 8 lbs., from my own garden." 

The decoder, herself a victim of hives, caused her doctor said by "tension", came upon a recipe 
for itch ointment, which the entry indicated was unstintingly and consistently smeared on all the 
Fishers and their several boarders, and she wondered hopefully if it would, perhaps, relieve her itch-
ing hives. But she found that the unrecognizable and no doubt unprocurable ingredients were raised 
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on the Fisher farm 150 years before, and she reached for an RX tranquilizer in a modern capsule! 
And at least she improved her sense of proportion. Often feeling sorry for herself, she was jolted 

into appreciation of her own blessings when she came upon this entry concerning a "melancholy" 
day in Blue Hill: "A girl dies from the bite of a mad house cat; Poor Mason was executed; Ira 
Draper's youngest child was killed. One of Joe Swan's daughters was buried, the other lies dead; a 
yoke of oxen and nineteen sheep ware killed by one CLAP of lightning; all my eight children 
continue ill with 'summer complaint'; Old Mr. Stoddard is dead of palsy; Today paid Mr. Savage for 
the coffin of my son; the big walnut tree at the corner of the cow shed blew down." And he adds 
succinctly: "We know not what a day will bring forth." 

Came the day, in something less than two years, when a hand slipped from the Biblical plough, 
and on at least one score the decoder had rescued herself from the dire threat of Luke 9:62. 

To quote the author of "Jonathan Fisher, Maine Parson": "if the next world is as definite and 
literal a place as his imagination conceived it and his always shaky hope of entrance there in has 
been realized", a faithful decoder confidently expects Jonathan Fisher to come forward and inter-
cede for her when (her own qualifications being considered) she humbly and honestly testifies to the 
effect that she did not "turn back" (did not DARE to) until she had translated the very last word of 
his immortal journals. 

 

 


