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Visit our Website at: www.wmarootsevents.wordpress.com
Like Us on our Facebook Page
_________________________________________________________________________________
Dear Fellow Genealogist;
We are for adding a new feature to the WMRE Newsletter starting with our July, 2016 issue!
Going forward, we will periodically include a personal essay in our Newsletter about the
research experience of an individual connected with genealogy. All readers of our newsletter
are welcome to submit an essay of up to 1000 words. The Western Mass Roots Events Board of
Directors will review all submissions. If approved, the article will appear in our monthly
newsletter.
In this issue, Cathi Iuliano, a WMRE board member, tells of her experience in the genealogical
search for her family roots. We would love to hear about your genealogical experiences.
Happy searching!
Alan Doyle Horbal
Editor
_______________________________________________________________

July 5, 19, 26, 2016, Tuesdays, (6:00 pm): Greenfield Public Library, 402 Main Street, Greenfield, MA,
(413)772-1544. On July 5th, Kris Schramel will present Genealogy 101, A Guide to Getting Started Discovering Your Roots. Kris Schramel, a local genealogist with over 20 years of experience, will help lay
the foundations for your family research. Kris will discuss available resources and tips for staying organized. On Tuesdays, July 19 & 26 at 6:00 pm, the computer lab will be available for learning about resources available on the web and through the library's website. Kris Schramel will be here for assistance at these times. Signup is required for the computer lab program. Questions and to sign up contact Marjorie Curtiss at 413-772-1544 x5123.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
July 6, 2016, Wednesday (6:00 pm – 8:00 pm): WMGS meeting at the Agawam Senior Center, 954
Main Street, Agawam, MA. Please join us for our monthly meeting at which our guest speaker,
Margaret Rose Fortier, will present Andiamo! Finding Your Italian Family. She will cover Italian history,
Italian immigration, Italians in the US, and how to find your Italian family. Learn why your great-uncle
had five cousins named Vincenzo and what they changed their name to in the United States.
Margaret Rose Fortier is a professional genealogical researcher, writer, and speaker. She focuses on
Italian – American and French – Canadian ancestry in New England. She serves as vice-president of

the Massachusetts Society of Genealogists, Inc. and lives in Medford, Massachusetts. She is a member of the Italian Genealogical Society of America, the New England Historic Genealogical Society and
the New England Chapter of the Association of Professional Genealogists
For more information see www.WestMassGen.com.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
August 3, 2016, Wednesday (6:00 pm – 8:00 pm): Western Mass Genealogical Society Field Trip to
the Lyman and Merrie Wood Museum Springfield Archives at the Springfield Museums, Springfield, MA.
For more information see www.WestMassGen.com.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
August 17, 24, 31, 2016, Wednesdays (6:00 pm – 7:30 pm): The New England Historic Genealogical
Society, 99-101 Newbury Street, Boston, MA (888-296-3447) will be presenting an On-line course exclusively for NEHGS members, Researching Your French-Canadian Ancestors. The Instructor is Rhonda R. McClure, Genealogist. People researching their French-Canadian ancestors will be happy to find
a wealth of resources and records available in both Canada and the United States. French-Canadian
genealogy, however, is not without its quirks. Learn how to locate and use essential resources, analyze
records, and utilize search techniques to discover your family’s past. This three-week online course will
focus on resources pertaining to the province of Québec.
Cost: $85. For more information and to register: http://www.americanancestors.org/Education/OnlineClasses/
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
September 1, 8, 15, 22, 2016, Thursdays (10:00 am – 12:00 pm): Basic Genealogy, North Adams
Public Library, 74 Church Street, North Adams, MA 01247. Phone: 413-662-3133. Alan Doyle
Horbal, Genealogist, will show students how to conduct genealogical research. He will present an
introduction to genealogy along with helpful hints for conducting your research. You will learn how to
use the U.S. Census from 1790-1940 and the Ellis Island website to find relatives coming from Europe.
Alan will also demonstrate international research for Canada, Poland, Galicia and England. You must
be computer literate and have an e-mail address.
Sign up is required by calling the library. This course is progressive – you must take all four classes.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
September 8, 15, 22, 29, 2016, Thursdays (10:00 am – 12:00 pm/ OR 1:00 pm – 3:00 pm): Intro to
Ancestry.com at the Berkshire Athenaeum, 1 Wendell Avenue, Pittsfield, MA 01201. Ancestry.org is a
commercial database created to help you discover your family history and build a family tree with the
world’s largest genealogy website. Search birth records, census data, obituaries and more! Class instructors will be library volunteers, Janet Rogge and Angela Rifkin, along with Vera Silva. Limited to 10
participants.
Register online at www.pittsfieldlibrary.org and click on the Calendar of Events page or contact the Local History Department at 499-9480 x6. Please register for one session only. Register soon as classes
fill up fast.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
October 4,11,18,25, 2016 Tuesdays (10:00 am – 12:00 pm): Basic Hands-on Genealogy with Alan
Doyle Horbal, professional genealogist. Berkshire Athenaeum, Wendell Avenue, Pittsfield, MA 01201.
Outline and instruction on researching the 1900, 1910, 1920, 1930 and 1940 U.S. Census. Discover
how to find your ancestors’ emigration to the U.S. using the http://stevemorse.org website and the
www.ellisisland.org website, along with several other databases. Discover how to search for family

members outside of the U.S. using http://familysearch.org. We will explore England, Canada, Poland
and other countries. All students must have an e-mail account and be computer literate. Limited space,
please sign up for sessions. We ask that you attend all four classes. You may bring your own laptop or
use a library one. Register at www.Pittsfieldlibrary.org by clicking on Calendar of Events or call (413)
499-9480 ext. 6. Class is limited to 12 with a waiting list after that.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
Western Mass Roots Events Website: Click here to view a current listing of recurring regional genealogical activities on our website, sorted by day of the week.
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Jeremiah Ferdinand Hamilton and the Wreck of The Almon Bird
By Catherine Langley Iuliano
June 2016

Those of us who take up genealogy as a hobby, or even as a profession, know that from time to time
you hit a “brick wall” - that ancestor who no one in the family knows much of about, or, for whatever
reason, doesn’t appear reliably in any of the available documentation. In my case, the “brick wall” was
my late paternal great grandfather, Bert Spencer.
Bert wasn’t a presence in my grandmother’s life from the time she was a small child. He and my great
grandmother, Nellie, divorced when my grandmother was just a toddler and he had little contact with
the family afterwards. As a result, Bert became an almost mythological figure; in other words, there
were many tall tales but very few facts. I started researching him about a year and a half ago, and
quickly got nowhere and stayed there. Even discussions with his granddaughter - now in her early 90’s
- produced little useful information. I had nearly given up when, out of the blue, I received an email
from a wonderful woman who found me on an online genealogy site. Her email began, “I think we
might be related”, and indeed we are - she’s married to my great uncle, my great grandfather Bert
Spencer’s youngest son! This lovely lady shared a great deal of wonderful information that allowed me
to piece together most of Bert’s life, the most significant of which was the fact that his name wasn’t
really Bert Spencer at all - hence my genealogical research “brick wall”. Spencer was actually Bert’s
step father’s surname - Bert’s real name was Albert Hamilton. No wonder I couldn’t find him!
All of this proved to be extremely interesting, but not as interesting as Bert’s biological father turned out
to be. Bert’s real father’s name was Jeremiah Ferdinand Hamilton, and he was involved in a
fascinating piece of New England maritime history - the dramatic wreck of the schooner Almon Bird off
the coast of Maine in January of 1882.
Jeremiah Ferdinand Hamilton (known for most of his adult life as Ferdinand, or “Ferd”) was born in
Brooklin, Hancock County, Maine in about 1854, the son of Jeremiah Sr. (himself a sailor) and Martha
Hamilton. Young Ferdinand, too, became a sailor and in 1876 he married Mary Adelaide Higgins and
they settled in Rockland on the Maine coast. Their only child, my great grandfather Albert Hamilton
(aka Bert Spencer), was born in 1880. In November of 1881, Ferdinand joined the crew of the Almon
Bird, not knowing that it would end his life less than two months later.
An interview with the captain of the Almon Bird, Clarence A. Packard, appeared in the January 8, 1882
edition of The Boston Globe following the rescue of the Almon Bird’s surviving crew. The following

information is excerpted from that article, as well as from “History of Essex County Massachusetts, Vol
II”, J.W. Lewis & Co. 1888, the January 6, 1882 edition of the Cape Ann Advertiser, and the 1882
Annual Report of the Supervising Surgeon-General of the Marine Hospital Service.
On Sunday, January 1st, 1882, the Almon Bird set sail from Rockland, Maine, bound for Alexandria,
Virginia with a load of lime rock from the Rockland lime quarries. The crew consisted of 8 men Captain Packard; the 2nd mate, Charles Chaples; and seamen William H. Harriman, brothers Horace
G. and Allen M. Small, Patrick Hogan, Alonzo B. Henderson and Jeremiah “Ferd” Hamilton. The
weather was “heavy” when they left port, and the crew immediately found themselves in the midst of a
full-blown Nor’easter. The captain briefly considered trying to make port in Portland but feared the
schooner would be dashed on the rocks by the gale force winds, so instead they put further out to sea
and headed south along the coast in hopes of riding out the storm.
By Sunday night they were several miles west-southwest of Boon Island off the Maine coast in the thick
of the storm. The Almon Bird “was boarded by a heavy sea….which broke down her hatches and also
caused her to leak.” The youngest crewman, Horace Small, sustained a fractured wrist when a huge
wave washed over the deck. By Monday morning, the ship was sinking quickly and the crew frantically
grabbed whatever supplies they could immediately put their hands to and launched the lifeboat.
Captain Packard stated “We had no time to get suitable provisions, and all that we could take with us in
the boat was some hard bread in a small barrell - about a peck in all, a quart of rum and three or four
quarts of (raw, uncooked) oatmeal. We threw into the boat a few bedclothes and an old coat and
launched her as quickly as we could.” They were also able to salvage a small handsaw. The captain
reported that the Almon Bird sank below the waves about 10 minutes after they launched the lifeboat.
Due to their hasty departure, most of the men were scantily clad and the weather was extremely cold
with a bitter wind from the northwest accompanying the heavy snow, adding to their already miserable
conditions.
By early Tuesday morning the weather had cleared somewhat, though it was still bitterly cold, and in
the distance they spied a fishing schooner. In an attempt to reach her, the crew broke up the little
barrel containing their bread to use as makeshift oars. They paddled desperately for three or four
hours but only succeeded in getting within two miles of the schooner before the wind came up again
and she sailed away. By now they were more than 30 miles out to sea and everything in their boat was
frozen solid. Their meager provisions were soaked with salt water and were completely inedible. They
were hungry, desperately thirsty, and had to almost continuously bail the freezing water out of the
bottom of their boat, but in spite of their dire circumstances they didn’t give up. They were able to
fashion a makeshift sail for their small boat using the bedding they had grabbed as they abandoned
ship and with their homemade sail, they were able to sail for a good portion of the day. They saw no
more ships, however, and Captain Packard stated that “our sufferings were intense.”
The men were able to make their quart of rum last until Wednesday evening by each taking only a
spoonful at a time. It did little, however, to slake their thirst and some of the crew, despite being warned
of the terrible consequences, began to eat salt water ice in desperation. This of course had disastrous
results and two of the crew, Chaples and Hogan, were, according to Captain Packard, “made crazy
thereby.”
Wednesday evening also brought their first death - Horace Small, just 16 years old, who broke his wrist
in the storm. He died in his brother Allen’s arms at about 10 pm. At approximately 11 pm, they sighted
another boat - a brig that passed so close that they could see the lights in the cabin windows.
Tragically, they were unable to make enough noise to attract the attention of the brig’s crew in the dark,
and she was soon out of sight. Patrick Hogan died a short time later from the terrible cold and delirium
from his consumption of salt water. The 2nd mate, Charles Chaples, was also suffering from delirium

and the onset of severe frostbite. In his delirious state, Chaples grabbed the handsaw and began
sawing his own hands with it before the rest of the crew could stop him. He died at around 3 a.m. on
Thursday morning. The crew was now reduced to five barely living men with three dead bodies frozen
in a mixture of salt water and the blood from Chaples wounds in the bottom of their boat.
I’ll let Captain Packard tell the next part of the story, in his own words. “What follows seems now like
an awful nightmare. Famished with hunger and actually dying from thirst, we were compelled to do that
which made our hearts revolt with horror. Driven to the last resort and in an untold agony of
desperation, I opened the jugular vein of the 2nd mate, who had been dead about two hours, and we
wet our parched lips and throats with his blood, still warm.” “The draught of blood revived us
wonderfully, and it is my earnest belief that it was that alone which saved our lives. Afterward, we
threw overboard the body of the 2nd mate, leaving the two others lying in the bottom of the boat.”
At daylight on Thursday, January 5th, after four grueling days in the lifeboat, fishermen from the Cora
Lee out of Pigeon Cove, Massachusetts, spotted the survivors of the Almon Bird and they were rescued
at last. The captain and crew of the Cora Lee immediately abandoned their fishing trawls and started at
once for Pigeon Cove. The Cora Lee’s Captain, George Saunders, personally arranged for the care of
the survivors by the townsfolk who did their best to nurse them back to health. For all their efforts,
however, they were only partially successful. Captain Packard suffered severe frostbite and both of his
feet had to be amputated following his return home to Rockland. He never returned to the sea.
Instead, he opened a wholesale fish market and became the president of the Rockland Common
Council. He died in 1916 at the age of 64. My great-great grandfather, Ferdinand, was less fortunate.
When they were rescued both of his hands were black from frostbite, and both of his legs were frozen
solid halfway to the knees. He succumbed to gangrene due to massive frostbite six days after being
rescued, dying on January 13th. He was only 28 years old.
Some information is available regarding the fate of the remaining survivors, William Harriman, Allen
Small and Alonzo Henderson. The 1882 Annual Report of the Supervising Surgeon-General of the
Marine Hospital Service (J.E. Sanborn, MD) indicated all three were transported to Chelsea Hospital
(now Massachusetts General) in Boston for further treatment.
William Harriman returned to his home in Prospect, Maine, married and had four children with his wife,
Kate. He became a sea captain in his own right and died in 1924 at age 65. Allen Small returned
home to Deer Isle, Maine, to his wife Emma. They also had four children and he continued to make his
living as a sailor as well. He died in 1943 at the ripe old age of 82. Alonzo Henderson recovered and
resided in Friendship, Maine, for many years with his wife Jane, though they later divorced, and he
spent the last 20 years of his life in Sailor’s Snug Harbor, a home for retired seamen in Richmond, New
York.
And what of Ferdinand’s widow, Mary, and young Albert, just two years old? Within the year, Mary remarried - to widower Rockwell Spencer, a laborer at the Craig Brook National Fish Hatchery in East
Orland, Maine, indicating perhaps that Mary had had her fill of being a sailor’s wife and preferred a
husband that remained on land. Young Albert assumed his step-father’s name and became Bert
Spencer. He stayed away from the sea all together and went to work for the railroad. He also went on
to live a very colorful life in his own right, but that, as they say, is a tale for another day.
Genealogical research is a fascinating undertaking for a whole host of reasons, not least of which is the
discovery of historical events and the part your ancestors play in them. The story of the crew of the
Almond Bird is much more than a chapter in my genealogical family tree, however; it’s a slice of our
shared New England history and the story of the dangers and hardships faced by seafaring men and
their families in 19th century New England.
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For more information regarding the following, please click on the web addresses. You may
have to hold down your “Control (Ctrl)” key and click in order to follow the link:

1. Mission Statement:
http://wmarootsevents.wordpress.com/mission-statement/
Submission Requirements:
http://wmarootsevents.wordpress.com/events/submit-an-event/
3. Polish Genealogy Terms:
http://wmarootsevents.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/polishtoenglishgenealogyterms.pdf
4. Foreign to English Names:
http://wmarootsevents.files.wordpress.com/2015/07/givennames-list.pdf
2.

The Deadline for submission in the August Newsletter is July 23, 2015. Thank you.

Happy Searching!

