By Arlene Cole

THE PUMPER TANISCOT

The name "Taniscot" has been the name associated with the Newcastle Fire Department for more than 130 years. In 1876 when the Newcastle and Damariscotta firemen organized their fire companies, they adopted names that they have used ever since. 

The Damariscotta pumper was built by a Mr. Hunneman in Boston. Each of his pumpers was named after a prominent Indian. The Damariscotta pumper was named, "Massasoit". It became a custom in this area to name fire companies. The Bristol Fire Company has its "Samoset," the Nobleboro Fire Company is "Minnehata." The Newcastle pumper was built by a "Smith", and was purchased in New York and named after an early name for Damariscotta River, not a prominent Indian. 

Signs and symbols have always played an important role in the dealings of men. Fire companies, especially, have been involved in signs of trade. Early fire companies were private. A home or business owner had to be insured in a fire company to receive the services of the company if their place caught on fire. Alwin E. Bulau, who lived in Damariscotta in the 1950s, and was retired after a lifetime of involvement in the insurance business, wrote in his book, Footprints of Assurance, that the fire companies would only fight their customer's fires. Buleau writes, "For instance, if the brigade of office 'A' arrived at the scene of a fire and found that the property was insured by office 'B,' it promptly returned home or merely stayed to watch the fire as a more or less disinterested spectator." 

Thus it was important for each house to be marked. Fire marks were chosen by the insurance companies and each building displayed its fire mark in a place easily seen. It became common for the companies to paint their engines distinctive colors and to display their marks and names on the engine sides. In America, volunteer fire brigades were formed as early as 1648 and many rivalries spread through the larger center of population very rapidly. 

In smaller towns, like Newcastle, fire companies were organized for the town and operated for the good of the general public, so fire marks on houses were not needed. But the idea of a name, or perhaps logo, for a fire department has been carried down through the years. As I wrote in my article of May 22, the Newcastle Fire Company was organized at the same time as the Damariscotta Fire Company was organized. There had been agitation to organize fire companies in the two towns for some time. The Advertiser of December 1875 notes, "While sitting around the 'cozy grate' these cold winter evenings, just bear in mind that if your house takes fire, your village provides no means for extinguishing the flames." 

The Advertiser was an advertising sheet published monthly by E.E. Dunbar of Damariscotta. I want to thank George Weston for much of this information that he found in the Castner files at Skidompha Library. There must have been much local interest for both fire companies were formed. Newcastle took the name "Taniscot" for its engine. It is an early name of the Damariscotta River. John Johnston, in his 1873 book A History of Bristol and Bremen, spells it "Tamiscot" but it is the same word. Peter Haylin, Cosmography, London, 1666, called the Damariscotta River the Tamiscot River. In Wiscasset in Pownalboro by Fannie S. Chase, James Davis, the scribe of the Popham Colony, wrote that when he came over to the Tamiscot River they found an abundance of oysters and lobsters of "prodigious size." Fanny Hardy Eckstorm in her Indian Place Names writes "Damarescot would have been good Indian, Heylin has Tamiscot, which may be that." The New England Journal for September 1898 has an article by Winfield Thompson where he writes, "Damariscotta is called Tamascot in Heylin and other early writers. The Indians called the river Matamaskontee. The analysis of the word denotes that alewives were plenty in the river & Tamascot ( Taniscot) seems to have been the first and most natural corruption of the word, while to the English, Damariscotta appeared more agreeable, and gradually gained ground." 

According to an article in The Lincoln County News for November 20, 1997, our Taniscot pumper is a 1869 Class A, crook-neck engine. It has two sets of tongues or drawbars. If the fire were close in town, men might pull the pumper to a fire. If it were out further into the country, horses would be hitched up. Horses were rented for $3.00 per month. It took eight to ten men to operate the pumping bars and bystanders were often recruited to spell the firemen. It took a lot of energy and if they slowed down the water stream got weaker. The pumper was used in all weather and firemen often worked deep in mud or snow to operate the bars. The horses and pumper were kept in the newly acquired Fire House on Pump Street.

 Castner writes that the engines must have arrived for the July 1876 celebration, for in the Advertiser for June 1876, it states that "among other events, there will be a trial of engines, and a fireman's parade." The July issued reported, "An alarm of fire was sounded at 7½ o'clock Friday evening, the 7th calling both engines out. Phosphorus in Mr. Wright's Match Factory had ignited, creating a dense smoke, which poured from the building through every opening. It was extinguished with slight damage before the engines arrived, although they were on the way double quick". The September 1876 Advertiser reported "In the contest between the Massasoit (Damariscotta) and the Taniscot (Newcastle) Engine Companies, for the broom, Monday, the 11th, the Massasoit won by thirteen and one-half feet." A broom was quite often presented to the first place winner in these matches to indicate a "clean sweep." Then the company could parade through Main Street waving its broom to show of its success. There are reports of the Massasoit pumper taking place in regional fireman's musters, but apparently, the Taniscot pumper stayed home. 

The Taniscot engine is remembered in an account from Arthur B. Glidden to Harold Castner from a fire that took place at the Bartlett house in 1892. In the account, the pumper was harnessed to a pair of white horses and was seen galloping to the fire scene. It does not tell how the firemen got to the scene. The pumper was also used in the 1904 fire at Dr. Stetson's House and the 1921 fire at the leatherboard factory in Damariscotta Mills. Fire equipment was updated and the pumper was last seen in a 1940s parade photograph, according to Clayton Huntley, Fire Chief. 

Harold Castner writes that, "About 1941, the author (Castner) noticed the truck of the Railway Express in the street of Damariscotta, contained a number of crates and some wheels protruding. In inquiry and examination, we found it to be the old Taniscot, all dissembled, crated and being shipped to some antique fancier on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, where we were told it was to be displayed in a lawn as a curiosity." By a stroke of good fortune, according to an article in the November 21, 1991 edition of The Lincoln County News, members of the Newcastle Fire Department learned that the Taniscot pumper was up for auction in Manchester, N.H. in 1991. A Newcastle resident purchased it and offered it to the fire department for what he had paid for it - $6300. The fire company raised money and paid for both the purchase price and to have the old pumper restored by the Firefly Restoration in Hope.

 For ten years now, people have been able to enjoy seeing the pumper in all its glory at its home in the Taniscot Engine House Museum. The pumper now has its hose-reel companion in its original condition.
