Dyer River 
By Arlene Cole
       The Dyer River starts at the outlet of Dyer Long Pond and flows through the southern part of Jefferson before entering Newcastle. It then flows through Newcastle into the Sheepscot River. There is a stone marker at the town line between Jefferson and Newcastle. It is hard to read the inscription but it appears to have a “J” on the up river side and an “N” on the down river side. 
      According to Stanley D. Atwood in his Length and Breadth of Maine, the river is 17.75 miles long. Dyer Long Pond is 126 feet above sea level. The lower Dyer River is tidal. In some of the earlier York county deeds the river is referred to as “Northeast River”. For many years the river was spelled “Dyer’s” and is still referred to often by that spelling. 
       The river is named for William Dyer. William Dyer owned Dyer Neck that separates the Dyer River, for its last few miles, from the Sheepscot River. The Rev. David Quimby Cushman in The History of Ancient Sheepscot and Newcastle does not say when Dyer came to the area. However, he is listed as being in Sheepscot between the dates of 1623 and 1686. 
        He built his house near the outlet of Dyer River and near where the Franklin L. Carney store in Sheepscot used to stand. It appears that William Dyer was an influential man about Sheepscot. When the first civil government was established the Commissioners under the county of Cornwall, plantation of Dartmouth, named William Dyer as a Justice of the Peace. He is referred to as “Esq.” 
       Cushman goes on to write that as the King Phillip’s war moved north, the Indians began to “skulk around, waylay the English and fire upon them.” One day as William Dyer was mowing grass on his marsh, an Indian crept up near enough to fire at and kill him. His death “threw the family and the colony of Sheepscot into a gloom.” This was around 1675. 
       Once Dyer River was a busy place. When the first settlers came to Sheepscot and North Newcastle they found places on Dyer River to set up mills. The Water Power of Maine by Walter Wells, Superintendent, Hydrographic Survey of Maine 1869, reported that on “Dyer’s River” were a saw and shingle mill, and a match factory. The mills operated most of the year. 
       The 1873-1874 Maine State Year Book lists Erskine & Woodbridge as lumber dealers and J. Haynes & Son and E.G. Baker as producing match splints. The mill site commonly known as the Erskine mill was located in North Newcastle near where the Dyer River crosses under Rt. 194. 
       According to Christine Huston Dodge’s notes, James Erskine came to the area when an infant and was brought up in the family of Ezekiel Laiten (Leighton). James married Susan Woodbridge about 1800. James was a trader and builder of vessels. His son, Hartley, was a lumber dealer. This picture shows an active lumberyard. Only remnants remain. 
       According to Dodge, Josiah Haynes (Haines) did “match card manu (manufacturing)’ about 1870 but I have not found where it was located. Up Dyer River toward Jefferson is Winnisittico Falls. Here E.G. Baker had his match splint mill. Baker is listed as producing match splints until 1878. E(lbridge G(erry) Baker was born in Newcastle in 1836. He is listed as a merchant and lumberman. Baker also had a store in North Newcastle and was post master there for years.
       It is probable he sold his match splint equipment to the Diamond Match Company of Boston. A deed dated June 6, 1890 refers to the Match Mill lot. Baker sold a piece of land but reserved the right of way of river privilege, bank and landing privilege and right out way from the mill privilege to the highway. A Maine Coast Surveying map, project 87150, May 1988, refers to the area as the “Old Springer Mill’ a.k.a. ‘Old Match Mill.’” It is doubtful that completed matches were ever made here. The match splints were usually sawed into blanks and shipped elsewhere to be dipped. 
       The Dyer River was the scene of much boat building. Dodge lists James Erskine as the “builder of 30 or 40 sail vessels.” Cushman writes that Thomas Erskine built more than “forty sail” near the head of tidewater on Dyer River. (Was there a family connection?) James and William Follansbee and the Woodbridges all built boats near the same spot. William Waters built there, too. He built a ship of 400 ton and had to launch her sideways into the narrow river. 
       In Sheepscot, Three Hundred Years of Transition, Charlotte Donnell writes that Captain Thomas Chase built a substantial number of coasting vessels at his shipyard on “Dyer’s River.” His yard was just above the confluence of the Dyer and Sheepscot Rivers. Captain Thomas Chase (1778-1886) was a military captain in the War of 1812. He was a son of Charles and Hannah Stewart Chase. 
       David Murray and Colonel Robert Murray also built vessels at their farm on the Dyer River. David Murray came to Newcastle from Londonderry, N.H. about 1764. He and his wife Elizabeth McLelland had 11 children, four girls and seven boys. In one way or another six of the sons died. Murray adopted his grandson, Robert Cunningham, son of John Cunningham and David’s daughter Mary. Robert Cunningham’s name was changed to Robert Murray. He was Colonel of a regiment and kept the title the rest of his life. 
      Donnell notes that the location of David and Colonel Robert Murray’s boat yard gave rise to the story that the Murray vessels had to be launched with collars of air-tight barrels above the keel to raise the vessels high enough to get them down the river, around the bends. Murray vessels “ranged from the Betsy (133 tons) up to Damascus of 313 tons.” The Murray’s were building boats as late as 1858. 
      Dyer River was also known for its alewives. At one time they were dipped and used. According to Cushman, James Greely and David Murray were appointed “fish keepers” in 1791. They were to see that the alewives had “free and easy” passageway up the Dyer and Sheepscot Rivers. This was to be from the first of May to the first of June. Should anyone prevent the free movement of the fish, Greely and Murray were instructed to prosecute the violators.
      Today all is quiet on Dyer River. There are no mills or boat yards and no fish are commercially harvested. The water runs free and clear through rural areas to where it joins the Sheepscot River at Sheepscot Village.
