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Foreword

Over the course of the last twenty-fi ve years, I’ve read more than my share 
of books about Nantucket, but this collection is something special. It con-
tains more than two dozen fascinating and often very personal stories about 
Nantucket; taken together, these memoirs provide an indispensable portrait 
of what it’s like to live on an island thirty miles out to sea.

 Since Nantucket is perched at the edge of the often-turbulent Atlantic 
Ocean, it tends to be a place of extremes—of serene sunsets and three-day 
nor’easters, of cloudless skies and smothering fog. It’s also a place where the 
past—whether in the form of an historic house or a classic wooden sailing 
vessel—is never far away. On an island full of history, an individual’s per-
sonal history acquires a certain resonance. 

And yet, as anyone who has tried to compose a memoir soon discovers, 
remembering the past is easier than writing about that past. This is where the 
editors of this volume have performed an invaluable service. In the process of 
providing these twenty-four memoirists with an opportunity to fi nd their own 
unique voices, the editors have helped craft these well-written and—most 
importantly—entertaining glimpses into island life. I sincerely hope that this 
is just the fi rst in a series. As this collection amply illustrates, Nantucket—
despite its famous past—will always be a work-in-progress.

nat h a niel philbrick
June 11, 2011
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Notes from the Classroom

I’m grateful to the twenty-four Nantucket residents who set aside two hours 
every Friday in the fall of 2010 to take my writing class. We met each week in 
the basement of the Nantucket Atheneum, where I asked them to write about 
their childhood memories, relatives, family rituals, work, and hobbies — all 
of the things that I ask in the Memoir Project courses I teach in Boston city 
neighborhoods. The participants wrote wonderfully about the Model A Fords 
that they took on joyrides on Tuckernuck Island. They wrote about long lin-
eages of sea captains, fresh-caught bluefi sh, and an enduring respect for fog. 
They wrote about watching a ship run aground, eating beach plums, advocat-
ing for whales and dolphins, racing sailboats, running stores and restaurants, 
breeding dogs, practicing medicine, falling in love, and raising kids.

Many of them described their childhood memories of spending entire sum-
mers on a remote and relatively quiet island, one that bears little resemblance 
to the Nantucket I visited for the fi rst time that fall. They described the island 
they remembered from the 1940s and ’50s, a place where the houses on the 
beach were still shacks for the most part, where a restaurant might serve only 
two items (chowder and Indian pudding), and where a young person could 
spend the summer exploring its ponds, bogs, sandy paths, and hidden forests, 
looking for arrowheads, biking, fi shing, and sailing with very little supervi-
sion. Even if you had a job as a maid in a hotel, you would ditch your uniform 
for a swimsuit come noontime and spend your lunch break at the beach.

Over the course of eight weeks the participants wrote until their fi ngers 
ached. Native islanders and “washashores” laughed together over decades-
old mishaps. They surprised themselves by how much they had in common. 
In the end, they were able to complete the essays collected here with the extra 
help of writing coaches Monica Flegg, Len Germinara, Carol Benchley, Gle-
nora Kelly-Smith, Marsha Fader, Cecil Raichlen, Sandy Flavin, and Kathy 
Butterworth. 

At one point I asked participants to describe their fi rst trip to the island. 
They wrote about trips in which they’d been wedged into sedans with sib-
lings, groceries, suitcases, and dogs. They described trips that took days, in 
which they took turns keeping their parents awake as they drove all night. 
They described ferries they’d taken sixty years ago, down to the color of the 
seat cushions in the staterooms. They each described the excitement of going 
to the island, the exultation of seeing the fi rst strip of land, of rounding Brant 
Point. They weren’t just going on vacation; they were entering another world. 
That feeling hasn’t changed, and in many cases, it is one that they have passed 
on to their children and grandchildren. In fact, it is a feeling they successfully 
passed to me over the course of eight Fridays.

michelle se aton
Instructor/Editor
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Bringing the Memoir Project to Nantucket was an opportunity for us to 
take an active role in preserving the rich personal memories of island resi-
dents. It was, at times, an overwhelming undertaking. We raised funds and 
located a venue. We enticed twenty-four seniors to participate in an eight-
week course, and six coaches to volunteer their time. Thankfully, the idea 
quickly gained community support as word spread and excitement grew. It 
would not have been possible without the enthusiastic assistance of Grub 
Street, the Nantucket Atheneum, ReMain Nantucket, Bartlett’s Farm, and the 
many individuals who contributed so generously. 

Now, many months later, as we read the seniors’ essays that will soon go 
to press, we marvel at the extraordinary details, wisdom, and wit that will un-
doubtedly lend texture and strength to the fabric of Nantucket’s history.

hilla ry hedges r ay port
Board Member, Grub Street, Inc.

k at h ry n k ay
Founder, Nantucket Writers Studio

Introduction

Nantucket is a place blessed with an abundance of the past. Somehow, while 
the world was gripped in the fever of the machine age, a prescient group of 
island dwellers and their summertime friends took action to keep this island 
rooted as much in the past as a living place can be. Every time we look at the 
wide open moors glowing in the late afternoon light, or rattle up the cobble-
stones of Main Street, or stroll with other residents and visitors through a 
vibrant downtown that remains unscarred by urban renewal, we’re thankful 
indeed that there is more of the past here than in many less beautiful places. 

Nonetheless, the only true way to understand the past and learn from it is 
to hear directly from people about their experiences. Nantucket has always 
enjoyed a strong tradition of oral history. While some islanders take a great 
interest in family history, collect stories and repeat them often, there is no 
guarantee that future generations will safeguard them as carefully. The sto-
ries of our families, friends, and neighbors are some of the richest history out 
there, but they are also the most easily lost. 

It is from this concern for documenting history, and an eagerness to bring 
people together, that the Memoir Project was born. Developed in partnership 
between the Grub Street writing center and the City of Boston, the Mem-
oir Project offers workshops to senior citizens and helps them write polished, 
well-crafted memoirs that are collected and published for future generations. 
It has reached more than 125 seniors in ten of Boston’s distinctive neighbor-
hoods and published three bound editions, much like the one you hold in your 
hands now. 


