The Africa and The Early Sheepscot River
By Arlene Cole 
       The Africa, a 320-ton ship, was built by John Averill at Sheepscot in 1810 according to both William Armstrong Fairburn in his Merchant Sail, book V and Fannie S. Chase in her Wiscasset In Pownalborough. According to Fairburn, there were six ships by the name of Africa built. Three of these ships were British ships built between the Revolutionary War and 1850. Of the American ships, besides the one built in Sheepscot, one was built in Brunswick in 1853 and one in Brewer in 1866. 
       Chase writes that Joseph Tinkham Wood of Wiscasset purchased the Africa, with Capt. Jonathan Edwards Scott, from Averill. Wood owned three quarters of the vessel and Scott owned one quarter of the vessel. Capt. Scott was one of the commanders of the Africa. The first three ships “were used up or else lost in the service.” 
       Early industries along the Sheepscot were based on forest products and shipbuilding. Ship owners sent freight of lumber and fish to the West Indies. They brought home sugar and molasses, a lot of which was manufactured into rum. “Before the United States became a salt-producing nation,” according to Chase, “the salt and spar trades carried on between Wiscasset and the principal European ports, was one of the earliest commercials developments along the Sheepscot River.” After the Revolutionary War, until the embargo in 1806 and 1807, the Sheepscot River was busy with shipbuilding and the shipping of many forest related products. 
       The Dyer River flows into the Sheepscot River at Sheepscot Village. I have not found whether John Averill’s shipyard, where he built his Africa, was located on the Dyer or the Sheepscot River. Neither do I have a picture of the Africa. Averill was a common name in the area. It is not clear whether all the Averills were related to each other or not. David Quimby Cushman writes in his The Story of Ancient Sheepscot and Newcastle that Samuel Averill began to build vessels in 1806, a little to the south of his barn, on land once owned by the Murrays. This appears to have been on Dyer’s Neck. The first vessel that Samuel Averill built was the Comfort. It was sold in a foreign port by its captain, who pocketed the money and ran off with it.” The last vessel Samuel Averill built was the Orleans. She was built at the “Landing on Dyer’s River.” She went to sea in the Gulf of Mexico and was never heard from.” 
       James Averill built several vessels in Sheepscot about 1830. One was the brig Union that was commanded by Captain Lincoln of Wiscasset. John Averill and his building of the Africa were prior to this. John Johnston & Sons bought the Africa in 1820 according to Fairburn. 
       John Johnston was born in Stirling, Scotland and immigrated to this country in 1770. He married and settled in Salem in 1772, then moved to Haverhill and came to Wiscasset about 1803. He went into the shipbuilding and sailing business with his two sons John and Alexander. Besides owning the Africa, they earlier owned the Stirling (1). The Stirling (1) was a 99-foot ship and was named for the place in Scotland that John Johnston, Sr. came from. The Stirling (1) had been built at Sheepscot Farms in 1805, according to Fairburn. [Fairburn notes that the Stirling (II) was built in 1833 and was a 504 ton ship.] Young John (Jack) Johnston was Captain of the Stirling (1) during the War of 1812. On a trip to England Captain Jack was seized by the press gang in London, because he spoke with such a marked Scots accent he must be Scottish. Actually he had been born in 1778 in Haverhill, Mass. His papers were brought from the ship and he was freed but he was embarrassed and annoyed. 
      In the family partnership John, Sr., is said to have built the ships, Captain Jack sailed them until 1835 when he quit the sea, and Alexander had charge of the books, papers and accounts. The Embargo Act of 1807, which forbade American ships to clear to foreign ports and prohibited all exports from the United States, put a deep crimp in local shipping. Although the Embargo was repealed in 1809, other decrees and acts brought on the War of 1812 and further shipping problems. The Johnstons were one of the few local families whose business survived these shipping embargoes and war from 1807 to 1815. 
      After the loss of the Stirling (1) in 1819, Captain John commanded the Africa. Chase writes that the Africa was for several years engaged in the cotton trade, carrying cotton from the South to Liverpool. She would return with a cargo of iron, salt and copper. 
      The Africa was finally sunk in a collision at sea, presumably the first night after leaving the Sheepscot River. It was hit by a brig bound for Boston and was in the vicinity of Cape Cod. Fairburn sets the date as December 1825; Chase claims it was in January. It went down with all hands on board. Chase continues, “At that time Captain Farnsworth of Waldoboro was master and Joseph Swett of Wiscasset was one of the mates, both of whom left families, and the majority of the crew belonged in Wiscasset and surrounding towns.”
