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L etter from the President
By Jim Fisher

In the words of the Secretary of Defense
“there are things you know you know and things
you don’t know you don’t know.” This winter
we are learning more about what we didn’t
know, and it's aways adelight. A call from
Philip Morris of Birmingham, Alabama
introduced me to an article by Albert L.
Partridge published in Antiques magazinein
1953. The articleillustrates one of the
remarkabl e talents of Jonathan Fisher and the
passion of clock historians for unique works.
We will be assisting Philip Morris to verify
Partridges analysis and take modern digital
photographs of the clock-works.

Something else we didn’t know we didn’t
know was that the basement of the Fisher House
getsvery cold at night. We recently added a
temperature alarm to the house so that we would
be warned about possible freezing. January
temperatures in Blue Hill have been particularly
cold, often hovering at -10°. Like the boy who
cried wolf, the alarm has been calling afew
designated board members in the middle of the
night with the recorded message that the house
temperature has dropped too low. In every
event the furnace has been working fine, but the
temperature in the basement isin the forties.
Now we know we need to work on better
insulating the cellar.

One of the best ways of learning something is
to think about teaching it to others. | am
working on a sermon comparing the sermons of
Jonathan Fisher with those of my father, Joseph
Fisher. The contrasts between Jonathan’s very
conservative Trinitarian message with Joseph’s
Unitarian transcendentalist sermons are
balanced by their mutual reverence for nature.
Jonathan’s hymn included with notation in this
newsletter, “The River”, states

Ason theriver's bank | stood

and viewed my image in the flood.

Said I, in thought, the stream may be

auseful looking glassto me.”

Joseph Fisher also draws upon the inspiration
of nature concludes his sermon “Religion and
Nature” with a prayer,

God of the winds, God of therain;

God of the stars, God of the green buds;

God of nature, God of all:

Guide usto the place

Where inspiration may be found

To Renew our earth

And with it, us.



Tuesday Morning Club News

This autumn a group of Fisher House supporters

formed a Second Tuesday Morning Club. They
meet regularly to manage Fisher House archives,
membership, correspondence and more.

Contact us at parsonfisher@hypernet.com if
you would like to join us.

Unsolved Fisher Mysteries: Part Two
By Rob Nolan

Most likely, some of you have heard the
legend: thelast of the Fisher descendants
living in the Fisher House in Blue Hill
abandoned it one day, leaving their meals on
thetable, to catch atrain to the Midwest. After
they left, the house remained abandoned for
decades.

Thisis essentially the story | heard the first
time | visited the Fisher Housein 1996. And
I’ve heard it afew times since then. | think
I’ve even read it somewhere. But how much of
the story istruth and how much islore, | have
no idea. And that creates another Unsolved
Fisher Mystery:

Who Abandoned the Fisher House and
Where Did They Go?

To begin with, we should consider what we
already know.

Upon the deaths of Jonathan Fisher and his
wife, Dally, the Fisher Homestead passed on to
their sixth child and third son, Willard Fisher.
Upon Willard' s death in 1892, the property
passed to two of Willard’s unmarried children:
Mary Augusta Fisher (born 1844) and
Frederick Austin Fisher (born 1854). Both
Gussy and Fred (asthey were called) lived in
the house for many years, until Fred died in
1915.

It is here that things get murky.

How much longer Mary Augustalived in the
Fisher House is anybody’s guess. The fact that
she was 71 years old when her brother died
suggests she may not have stayed there long.
Regardless, there isno record of her death.

But the facts we know make one thing clear:
the “they” who abandoned the Fisher House
leaving their meals on the table had to have
been Gussy Fisher. So where did she go?

Possible Solutions

One solution finds Mary Augusta Fisher
moving to Chicago after the death of her
brother.

As | wrotein an earlier column, most of Polly
Fisher’s children settled in Chicago, yet still
spent their summersin Blue Hill. So they were
certainly acquainted with Gussy, if not close to
her (after al, they were al cousins). Many
years ago, my grandfather wrote that he tried to
visit with Gussy and Fred whenever hewasin
Blue Hill—and he wrote about one such visitin
1908.

So the idea of Gussy moving to Chicago to
live with her cousinsis not out of the question.
In fact, up until last year, | assumed that’s what
happened.

But then, another possible solution presented
itself.

A year or so ago, | wastold that someone
who said they were a Fisher descendant
contacted Eric Linnell. In the course of the
conversation, Eric realized he wastalking to
someone the Fisher House had no record of.
Eric eventually surmised that thiswas a
descendant of Willard Fisher and that this
person’s family had left Blue Hill in the late
1800s and had settled in Kansas City.
Eventually (as| recal the story), members of
the family resettled in the Southwest.



If the story is accurate, that could also explain
where Mary Augustawent: to live with family
in Kansas City. Adding credence to this theory
isasentencein William Hinckley’s, “Bits of
Local History” that indicates that the Fisher
House was sold to Ethelwynn Hinckley in 1952
“by James C. Fisher, a grandson of Willard
Fisher.” And by my reckoning, James C.
Fisher was the grandfather (or great-
grandfather) of the person who contacted Eric
Linnell.

The problem with solving this mystery, in the
end, isthat thereis so little information to go
on. Of al of Jonathan Fisher’s children,
Willard Fisher’s genealogy isthe least well,
traced. Infact, out of his eight children, only
one of them has been traced beyond one
generation—and that one just followsasingle
line down to the present generation. In fact, up
until Eric entered the information he gathered
from that mysterious descendant, not asingle
Willard Fisher descendant had been added to
the Fisher genealogy database in forty years.

Is there anything you can add to help solve
this mystery? Does the story of how the Fisher
House was abandoned sound right? Isthere
any more information you can give about the
descendants of Willard Fisher? If so, contact
me care of the Fisher House.

Jonathan Fisher’s Clock
By Albert L. Partridge
(Reprinted from Antiques August, 1953)

| RECENTLY LEARNED that therewasin
Bluehill, Maine, in the possession of Roland
Howard, awood clock which was the product
of t lie genius of the title character of tine book,
Jonathan Fisher, Maine Parson, 168-181, by
Mary Ellen Chase, professor of English
literature at Smith College. After corresponding
with Mr. Howard and checking in the book all
references to the clock, | went to Bluehill and
was permitted to examine the movement and
take some pictures of it.

Much of the text of the book on Fisher, 1
learned, was drawn from decoded copies of
diaries which he wrote in a shorthand he
devised while a student at Harvard ( college. M
iss ( Chase permitted me to examine the
tranglation of these diaries covering the period
from 1799, when work on the clock was begun,
through 1817, when it was repaired at Bluehill.

Jonathan Fisher was born in 1768, is father
died in 1777, and Jonathan then went to
Holden, Massachusetts, where he lived with his
uncle, Reverend Joseph Avery.

In Sketches of Temporal Concerns, written
in later years, he stated that between the ages of
ten and fifteen he began to exhibit traces of
Mechanical genius and that he became
discontented., wishing first togoto a
blacksmiths trade, then to a cabinetmaker’s,
and finally to a clockmaker’ s trade, and
continued, “In either of the two Mist mentioned
| might no doubt have succeeded, but God had
other employment for me.”

In 1788, Jonathan established himself in
Dedham and received a certificate of admission
to Harvard College. One’ of time early items
appearing in his Sketchesis, “March 4, 1789.
Received of my Aunt Heath 3 Ibs. candles and
went to Cambridge. This Aunt Heath was the
sister of Jonathan’ s father, who in 1768 had
married Samuel Heath of Roxbury. His
residence was alittle over amile from Simon
Willard’s clock shop, and when Jonathan
walked from there to Boston, over “the Neck,”
he would have passed the Willard shop—a
circumstance which may well have revived his
early interest in clockmaking.

| had hoped that detailed consideration of
the diaries would reveal more of the processes
by which voting Jonathan arrived at the point
where he had time desire and courage to
embark upon the construction of a clock, and
although | was somewhat disappointed, | did



find a her of interesting entries which cast some
light on his progress:

1790. Began awooden clock. later part of
vacation worked upon a wooden chock and
did not succeed in making it go.

1791: July 25. Partly made aregulator for my
clock. [Probably refers to the escapement.]
October 25. Endeavored to make a thing to
regulate my timepiece. [Doubtless he had
returned to the struggle with the escapement.]
October 27. Worked with little success on my
timepiece

1792: July 18. Received the degree of Bachelor
of Arts. July 24. Finished (lieinner structure
of my chick and set it a-going. [Not even the
reluctant escapement could stand against
Jonathan armed with an A.B.] August 6.
Finished and stained my clock case. [There
has been found at Bluehill no evidence that
the clock functioned thereinits original
Dedham case. August 20. Set up my clock.

1796: May 21. [On thus date Parson Fisher
removed permanently to Bluehill .]

1807: October 3. [On visit to Dedham.]
Cleaned and set up at timepiece which | made
in 1792. [It was at this date that the chock
was taken to Bluehill.]

1817: May 7. Made adial board. June 27.
Worked at repairing old clock. July 2.
Worked all day on my clock—Made a new
facefor it. [The dial now ontheclock is
lettered, Repaired at Bluehill July 1817.]
July 3. Worked upon a place to set up my
clock. July 9. Made clock case door amid in
part painted it. July 16. Fitted the glass amid
hung the door for the face of my clock. July
21. Fitted knob and catch for clock case door
and hung it.

Undoubtedly the final four entriesrefer to
the unusual housing of the clock at Bluehill,

where it was set in the paneling in the stair hall
of the Fisher residence. Whether or not this
was another Fisher invention at least it resulted
in saving cabinet work and also space.

I have found no evidence that Jonathan
received assistance from any established
clockmaker, and generally the source of his
inspiration is shrouded in mystery. Certainitis
that he never saw in Simon Willard®shop the
model for the clock which he produced.

The clock itself is an amazing product. The
dial design (Fig. 1) is painted Oil paper fixed to
heavy cardboard. The floral decorationsarein
color. There areinscriptions in five languages
each referring in some manner to tin’ element
of time: (English) "Beholder, thou art NOW
alive! (Greek) "redeeming the time, because the
days are evil” (Ephesians 5:16). (Latin) “Time
fliesirreparably.” (French) "What IS your
life?' Hebrew "Boast not thyself of tomorrow;

for thou knowest not what a day may bring
forth” (Proverbs 27:1)



The minute band isin iron but the hour
hand iswood Not only are the hands
amateurish they definitely are ugly and did not
follow any established design with which | am
familiar The wooden frame and support for the
dial are crudely done and in no way equal to
the maker’ slater cabinet work.

The winding wheel (Fig, 2) carries 80 metal
peg teeth, the second wheel 96 The brass
escape wheel carries 30 teeth In the other wood
wheels the teeth are crudely cut in tile usual
manner In connection with the 24—tooth
minute wheel, this set-up required a pendulum
heating seconds which would be just over 39
inchesin length, and thus an unusual
arrangement accomplished a commonplace
result.

Several unusual features are apparent in the
movement of thistimepiece. Oneisthe verge
or pallets seen in Figure 2. The construction is
so heavy and its arrangement with reference to
(lie escape whedl is such that it appea’s
incapable of performing its office. However it
is reported that the clock functioned
successfully in Blue-hill for at least fifty years.

The most surprising feature of Parson
Fisher®clock is time alarm movement, which
may he observed in Figure 3. Clearly in part
the apparatus is missing, and whether any
amount of study would enable one to restore it
is uncertain. The long wire ascending from the
base of the clock and surmounted by a small
head is the alarm hammer, and here New
England thrift reared its head and the inventor
utilized awine glass with a broken foot which
he lashed into the movement for serviceas a
bell, it is reported that the alarm could be set to
function only between the hours of 3 and 6.

Fig. 3. A view of the clock movement which
discloses the remains of the alarm, including
the hammer and the wine glass which served
asan alarm bell.

Jonathan Fisher’s mechanical achievements
were varied and surprising. among others, his
writings mention the manufacture of buttons
traps, purling sticks, quadrant. hoot jack,
elliptical compasses, sash plane, and spoon
mold. The book Jonathan Fisher perpetuates the
story of astriking personage- cleric, farmer,
artist, mechanical cabinetmaker, linguist
extraordinary and clockmaker. If | were asked
to select the single diary entry which presents
the best thumbnail description of the driving
force which was Jonathan Fisher, | would not
offer anything connected with his clock, in
which | have taken so great an interest but an
entry of October 11—12, 1799: “Had a sheep
killed by a bear - made a hear trap. Wrote upon
Sermons.






