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by Kaimi Rose Lum
The other night I had a long talk 

with my mom, an English teacher, 
about “Romeo and Juliet.” She’s been 
teaching it for so many years that she 
can recite whole monologues from 
the play at the drop of a hat, and the 
prologue (“Two households, both alike 

is that she stops every few seconds 

especially brilliant, or marvel at the 
way Shakespeare is able to compress 
so many layers of meaning into a few 
lines or phrases. Our conversation had 
been about birds at 
the birdfeeder before 
it veered, somehow, 
Bard-ward, and I 
hung up the phone 
an hour later with 
a whole new ap-
preciation for Friar 
Lawrence’s plant 
metaphors.

And for how pow-
erful language can 
be. In April I’m already thinking about, 
and fussing over, poetry more than 
usual, because it’s National Poetry 
Month, and here at Snow Library we’ve 
become poetry-pushers. One of our 
daily tasks is to pick a poem to slip into 
our borrowers’ curbside book bundles, 
and to scotch-tape to the front window, 
and since there’s so much to choose 
from and some judiciousness required 
(children are getting the poems, too), 
we end up spending a lot of time in the 
800s room, where poetry is shelved. 
Rummaging around in there, seeing 
the well-creased spines of volumes 
by Emily Dickinson or Robert Frost 
or W.B. Yeats or Sylvia Plath, as well 
as virgin copies of books by newer 
poets, I often wonder what it is that 
makes a poet’s work stand the test of 
time – what books of poetry will still 
be in public libraries 100 years from 
now, and why.

Our role, for the moment, is just to 
put the work out there. As librarians, 
it’s not our job to align ourselves with 
a particular camp or type of writer or 
poet; we make decisions on what to add 
to or omit from our collection based 
on the interests of our community. At 
the same time we apply some rules of 
thumb or core standards, contained in a 
volume known as the Core Collection. 
The Core Collection tells us that hold-
ing on to Shakespeare, for instance, 
is a good idea – even if many of our 
patrons haven’t touched “Romeo and 

Juliet” since the ninth grade. Why? 
Because he’s great, you answer with 
a shrug. But why is he great – what 
makes him worth reading? What, for 
that matter, makes any poetry worth 
reading?

Harold Bloom, the professor, critic 
and Shakespeare scholar, argued that 
Shakespeare broke from the literary 

ages to come because he “invented the 
human” – wrote characters with rich, 

plays weren’t allegories or morality 
tales; they captured what it is to be a 
human being living in this world and 

relating to other 
human beings, 
and they did so 
with concentrat-
ed verbal power. 
Four hundred 
years later our 
poets are still at-
tempting to do 
just that – distill 
human experi-
ence and feeling 

through a concentrated form of lan-
guage; language that escapes language.

Some have managed a wider au-
dience than others. Some do more 
belly-button-staring, and so I suspect 

it is to be human isn’t necessarily the 
same as dragging the reader into your 
own personal abyss. Mary Oliver, who 
has some of the highest circulation 
numbers in our library, wrote that 
“poems begin in experience, but poems 
are not in fact experience, nor even a 
necessarily exact reportage of an expe-
rience.” I think she gets at what makes 
a poem enduring when she says (in “A 
Poetry Handbook”), “I like to say that I 
write poems for a stranger who will be 
born in some distant country hundreds 
of years from now...It reminds me, 
forcefully, that everything necessary 
must be on the page. I must make a 
complete poem... Not my poem, if 
it’s well done, but a deeply breathing, 

traveler in an uncertain land, it needs 
to carry with it all that it must have to 
sustain its own life — and not a lot of 
extra weight either.”
We hope you enjoy the poems you’ll 
be carrying away from the library 
this month. And incidentally, look 
for Shakespeare (Sonnet 113) in your 
bundle today, April 15.

Kaimi Rose Lum is assistant director 
at Snow Library.

by Susan Mulgrew
During the last decades of the 19th 

century, Morris Island remained unde-
veloped, although in 1889 the Chatham 
Monitor predicted that Morris Island 
might one day be the site of a number 
of cottages. The following year the 
Monitor opined, “This spot of earth 
will probably never much increase in 
value until somebody gets possession 
of it and makes the improvements that 
the present owners will not be likely to 
do.” A few years later, in 1895, Samuel 
Cabot began purchasing Morris and 
Stage Islands.
Over a period of 
about 20 months, 
Cabot completed 
25 land purchases 
involving 50 of 
the islands’ own-
ers (this enumera-
tion of owners 
does not include 
spouses). Most 
of the deeds de-
scribed the land 
being sold as the 
entirety of Morris and Stage Islands, 
as many owners had no record of the 
precise boundaries of their property. 
Two additional real estate transactions, 
in 1898 and 1904, made Cabot the sole 
owner of Morris and Stage Islands.

But Cabot was not interested in 
building summer homes. He bought 
the islands because of the eelgrass 
beds located just offshore. Cabot 
studied chemistry at MIT and, in 
1877, started a business that became 
known for its wood preservatives and 
stains. In 1893, his business’s product 
line expanded when he began manu-
facturing Cabot’s Quilt, an insulating 

eelgrass. A 1929 ad for Cabot’s Quilt 
describes how “Nearly forty years 
ago Samuel Cabot of Boston stood 
on a North Atlantic beach and saw a 
limitless supply of Zostera marina, an 
ocean plant. He found that the forefa-
thers, two hundred years before, had 
packed the walls of their houses with 
it to keep out the cold.” Whether the 
aforementioned beach was in Chatham 
is not known, but it is believed that 

in Chatham. By this time he had been a 
summer resident for a number of years, 
having purchased a home on Bridge 
Street in 1888. In 1894 he purchased 
Collins Howes’ buildings and wharf 
on the eastern tip of Harding’s Beach 
to use in processing eelgrass. Baled 
eelgrass was shipped by schooner or 
rail to Cabot’s Chelsea factory where 
the seaweed was sewn between two 
layers of kraft paper to create the 
“quilt.” Cabot put James A. Crowell 
in charge of the eelgrass operations 
in Chatham, and the employment op-

portunities provided by 
this new industry were 
welcomed by the town. 
Cabot’s Quilt was sold 
nationwide and interna-
tionally through the early 
1940s.

During the decades 
of Cabot family owner-
ship, the islands remained 
undeveloped, except for a 
plot of land at the north-
east corner of Morris Is-
land. This land was sold to 

the federal government in 1914 for the 
relocation of the Chatham Life-Saving 
Station. In 1936 the federal govern-
ment also entered into a long-term 
lease for a small plot on Stage Island 
where the Coast Guard boathouse was 
built.

A new era in the evolution of Morris 
Island began in 1944. That year the 
Monomoy National Wildlife Refuge 
was established when the federal gov-
ernment took ownership of Monomoy 
Island and a portion of Morris Island, 
as these islands were connected at that 
time. A more momentous change oc-
curred when a hurricane created a cut-
through between Stage and Chatham 
Harbors, just north of Morris Island. 
For decades it had been possible to 
walk or drive from the mainland to 
Morris Island, at least at low tide. The 
new cut-through isolated Morris Island 
in the short term, but ultimately led to 
the island’s permanent connection to 
the mainland.

Susan Mulgrew is a volunteer his-
torian and writer at the Atwood Mu-
seum, home of the Chatham Historical 
Society.
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Detail of the 1902 Monomoy 
Yacht Club’s chart of Chatham 
Bay and Stage Harbor, en-
hanced to show the location 
of eelgrass beds located off 
Morris Island.  At this time 
Morris Island was connected 
to South Beach and Monomoy 
Island and accessible from the 
mainland at low tide. CHATHAM 
HISTORICAL SOCIETY 

Samuel Cabot placed ads 
 for eelgrass in the 

Chatham Monitor and 
Barnstable Patriot in 1893.


