By Arlene Cole

Madam Gent
John and Elizabeth Gent came to Sheepscot in the late 1600s. They purchased a large tract of land from the Indians. John Gent, apparently, died soon after they arrived, but Elizabeth, with her son Thomas, carried out their dream of land development. Elizabeth was known as Madam Gent. 

Her deed from the Indians is lost, but it was for land north and east of John Mason's. According to the Rev. David Quimby Cushman in his The History of Ancient Sheepscot and Newcastle, "her land began at the Sheepscot Falls and followed Mason's boundary, across the cove to a 'parcel of pines' then to another cove up Crumbie's Reach then round the Great Neck - up Mill River to about where the line now divides the towns of Jefferson and Newcastle - thence Westerly near 'Winnisitico Falls' to the Sheepscot River - thence down the river to the first mentioned bound."

Cushman adds that Madam Gent had purchased a beautiful location. The ground was adapted to agriculture and the rivers had many fish. The marshes and meadows produced large quantities of hay for the cattle and the outer lands were heavily forested. 

Madam Gent built her garrison on the hill. Alex Johnson in 1877 made a survey of the Sheepscot area, and he wrote, Garrison Hill "rises abruptly from the low, flat land on the west, being steep and rough of ascent on that side, moderate and easy on all the other sides; it is 70 feet above tide level." 

The stockades and garrison on its summit, where the church and schoolhouse now stand were, doubtless, more extensive than those of Fort Anne, as the outline remains clearly indicate. (Fort Anne was a later fort built near where the cemetery is now.) 

Madam Gent's garrison and stockade, combined, could shelter all of the second occupancy of the farms with their cattle. 

The name "Garrison Hill" is the only name that this ridge above the Sheepscot River has ever been known by and there is no question it was named for Madam Gent's garrison.

John Mason's deed is dated Jan. 20, 1652. He purchased his land from "Robinhood, Dick Swash and Jack Pudding, Indians." 

Mason was the chief man and the largest landholder of the village. It was at his house that the Commissioners of the Duke of York met to settle and arrange the affairs of the province. 

Between Elizabeth and Thomas Gent and John Mason they owned much of what is now the western part of Newcastle. Mason married Elizabeth Gent's daughter.

Sheepscot Farms had been settled around 1630. This was on the flat fertile area known as "the neck." It is strange that this early settlement had been started so far inland. 

Most settlements, like Pemaquid, were started on the coast but these people chose to travel up the Sheepscot River, where, at the falls and near the head of the tide they started their settlement. 

Much of the land was purchased from the Native Americans and the settlers and the Natives lived peacefully side-by-side for nearly 50 years. 

Alex Johnson's survey seems to show there was an active settlement of about 300 settlers there. The Native American tribe was the Wawenocks, signifying "fearing nothing, very brave." 

John Johnston in his A History of Bristol and Bremen quotes John Smith, "They were active, strong, healthful, and very witty. The men had a perfect constitution of body, were of comely proportion, and quite athletic. They would row their canoes faster with five paddles than our own men would our boats with eight oars."

Settlers who came to the Neck cut a roadway that has ever since been known as the King's Highway. Here, the settlers built their homes and farms, had their blacksmith shop, their trading post, boatyards and brick yards.

Madam Gent's land was up the river, above the falls. She had been in the area when King Charles granted his brother, the Duke of York, the area around Sheepscot. It was called "The County of Cornwall," and the Sheepscot area was known as "Dartmouth."

Sheepscot became the county seat. This government was of short duration as in 1689; James, who had become King, abdicated and his American possessions reverted to their original owners.

For 50 years the settlers and natives lived peacefully together until what is called King Phillip's War. This began in Massachusetts and spread north. 

As hostilities filtered into this area, the local Indians became restless and began to skulk around. There are no drawings of Madam Gent's garrison and, of course, it did not survive. Charlotte Donnell in her book Sheepscot, Three Hundred Years of Transition writes, "No artifacts from those early days are known to exist, but two houses in the village, built about 1800, show an unusual use of heavy beams, 14 inches square, in their foundations. By long tradition these beams were considered material from the 'old fort' when it was demolished about 1790. Records of the Town Meeting of 1803 show the sale of 'flankers from the old fort.' 

"This probably refers to Fort Anne built in the early 18th century to replace the stockade (Madam Gent's garrison) destroyed along with the rest of the earliest settlement by Indians in the late 1600s." 

Donnell goes on to say, "There is also the possibility that the flankers mentioned may have come from the 'Garrison House' built by Madame Gent."

Henry E. Dunnack gives the best description of early garrisons in his Maine Forts. 

He writes, "Garrison houses were found in most of the towns. They differed in construction; some were ordinary houses changed into garrisons. The chief aim was to place them where the guards could see in every direction. These garrisons were for the most part constructed of heavy timbers... The timbers were placed on their edges and dovetailed at the corners. The houses were two stories high, the upper story projecting beyond the lower. Sometimes projections (called flankers) were placed on each corner of the upper story, supported by braces from the walls. These projections were used as sentry boxes."

The settlement was attacked by Indians around 1675 and was completely destroyed. In 1682 people met in Boston and made plans to return to Sheepscot Farms. 

One provision that was agreed upon was that the children of former proprietors would be allowed to settle on their land again, without the payment of money or gratuity. There is no record whether Madam Gent returned to Sheepscot or not, but her son, Thomas, returned and played an active part in the rebuilding of the area. 

In about 1702, the Rev. Christopher Tappan bought out the rights of Mason's heirs and the Gents. He also bought out the rights of Walter Phillips who had owned much land on the East Side of what is now Newcastle. Thus Tappan became the owner of nearly all the present town of Newcastle.

For some reason, when the settlers returned to Sheepscot, they built their village to the north of the Neck on land Madam Gent and John Mason had bought from the Indians.

The village, as it stands today, is mostly above the falls. In 1877 when Alex Johnson made his survey, there was only one house on the Neck. 

The village has prospered in its new location. The bridge over the Sheepscot River was built in 1794. The Union Meeting House (now Congregational Church) was built in 1825 where Madam Gent's garrison had stood. The church was owned by Congregational, Methodist and Baptist groups. 

Later, in 1868, the Methodist Church was built on the King's Highway near the site of Fort Anne. Several large stores such as F. L. Carney's and A. W. Kennedy's flourished in the village. The first school built in Newcastle was built on Garrison Hill in 1803.

The Sheepscot area is well known for its early settlement and influence on this area. In 1935 the Maine Society, Sir William Phips Chapter, of the Daughters of the American Colonists placed a plaque on a stone in Madam Gent's honor. It is located on the lawn of the First Congregational Church on Garrison Hill, in Sheepscot. It reads: "1662 - 1677: On this land extending north, easy and south stood the Garrison House of Madam Elizabeth Gent; purchased from the Sagamore Indians. This tablet erected by Maine Society, Sir William Phips Chapter, Daughters of the American Colonists: 1935."

In 1978 the National Historic Preservation Commission certified Sheepscot as a Historic District. Madam Gent would be proud of her part in Sheepscot's long history.
