














[1961-05-19; extensive clippings from The Falmouth Enterprise concerning the Pacific 
Guano Company of Woods Hole.  First article:] 

Woods Hole Was Once A Factory Town 
Pacific Guano Company’s Works, 

Woods Hole, Mass. 
Brimstone, Sulphuric Acid, Guano And Fish Went In; 

Out Came Fertilizer And A Tremendous Smell 
  Almost 100 years ago ships from far corners of the world were constant 
visitors in Woods Hole.  Italian barks from Sicily sailed regularly into Great 
harbor during the period immediately following the Civil War.   They carried 
brimstone for the Pacific Guano company, docking at wharves at the head of 
what is now Penzance Point, then known as Long Neck.   There were vessels 
from chile unloading nitrate of soda, German ships with potash salt, fishing 
smacks and American Schooners carrying phosphate rock from South 
Carolina and guano from the Pacific or the Caribbean. 
  For 26 years, Woods Hole was a factory town.   In 1863, the first guano 
works were built.   Manufacturing of commercial fertilizer ceased in 1889.   
During this time the study Irish first came to Woods Hole, mostly as 
laborers.   Some 150 to 200 men were regularly employed. 
  The Pacific Guano company was responsible for bringing the railroad to 
Woods Hole and Falmouth in 1872.   As noted in the History of the Town of 
Succanessett, “It was the fish of Vineyard Sound and birds of the Pacific and 
Caribbean that brought the railroad.” 
  Search of the Yankee clipper shipowners for cargo during the 1850’s 
actually precipitated the Pacific Guano company into existence. 
  Prince S. Crowell of Woods Hole, telling some 20 friends at his home in 
January about the Pacific Guano company, said “I am going to start way 
back when my grandfather, Capt. Prince S. Crowell, got back from sea.   He 
was 35 years old, interested in everything around East Dennis.   He backed 
the Shiverick shipyards which built boats from  1852 to 1858-60.   Several 
of the boats are show in the blue and white tiles standing here on the 
fireplace.   In 1858 the boats going to China and the Pacific had hard work 
getting cargo. 
  “One of these, the Wild Hunter, roamed from port to port in China for two 
years trying to get cargo.   They also went to ports of India and Burma, 
trying to get rice for cargo.   One place in Burma wouldn’t sell because there 
was going to be a famine.” 

Homeward Bound Cargo 
  Shipping merchants becme interested in guano, the term for 
accumulated fowl dung, as a source of making commercial fertilizer.   They 
wanted to use it for cargo when homeward bound.   The Pacific Guano 
company, with a capital of $1 million, was formed in 1859 by some of these 
merchants, who set up a home office in Boston.   Included were Glidden and 
Williams of Boston and Capt. Crowell. 



  The company first owned Howland island, located in the Pacific ocean on 
the equator at west longitude 177, almost on the international dateline.   It 
had charter privileges, “the right to own guano islands and other deposits of 
the crude base of fertilizing material, to mine and dig the same, to import it 
into the United States for sale or manufacture and to export it to foreign 
markets.” 
  Wet climate of the tropics leached out the excellent guano deposits on 
Howland island, leaving highly concentrated phosphate of lime.   Plan was 
to add fish scraps to the guano and regain the original rich mixture. 
  When Capt. Crowell, the first president of the company, came to Woods 
Hole bound for Holmes Hole, now Vineyard Haven, looking for a spot to set 
up the factory where the fish scraps and guano were to be mixed, he was 
delayed three days by a storm.   That was long enough for him to see the 
advantages of Woods Hole as a site rather than Martha’s Vineyard.   Harbor 
was good, land transportation available and still an abundance of 
menhaden or pogy, as they were called. 
  The Pacific Guano company would take the guano brought by boat from 
the Pacific, mix in menhaden from which the oil had been extracted, and 
add a small amount of other chemicals to make the best possible fertilizer. 
  “The gate to the factory was almost where the gate to Penzance Point is 
now,” explains Mr. Crowell, whose father, Azariah F. Crowell, became chief 
chemist at the guano works.  “You can still see three huge rocks which also 
mark where the gate was. 

A Chemical Process 
  “The oldest part of the guano works was built on the wharf which is now 
standing.   It contained, in addition to big lead acid chambers, each as large 
as four good-sized rooms, sheds for storing guano, brimstone, fish scraps 
and all the material brought in.   There was also machinery for extracting 
the oil from the fish and for mixing the various parts of the fertilizer.   The 
fish oil was sold for other purposes. 
  “Out from the stone wharf was the wooden pier where the ships lay to, 
discharging their cargoes.   The brimstone from Sicily furnished the sulphur 
for sulphuric acid, the agent used to mix and convert the chemicals in the 
guano and the fish into usable fertilizer.” 
  As the business grew, another factory was built a little farther west on 
what are now the lawns of the homes of Mrs. George F. Jewett and Mrs. 
Lucy B. Lemann on Penzance Point. 
  As can be easily imagined, the fertilizer works were not sweet-smelling.   
Franklin L. Gifford in Historic Woods Hole, says, “Few persons familiar with 
Woods Hole of today could conceive of there ever having been an industry 
located on the sites of the beautiful homes at Penzance which was almost as 
offensive to the residents of Woods Hole as the stockyards are to Chicago… 
With this plant in full blast, and the wind blowing due west, it can be 
appreciated how offensive the odor must have been to the villagers.” 
  Fortunately, the prevailing wind was southwest which, according to Mr. 
Crowell, took the smell up the Bay. 



  The second factory was built largely of stones.   Many of the workmen 
lived in a big square wooden building near the factory, known locally as the 
Beehive.   Some of the families lived in what was more recently the 
Breakwater hotel, just torn down early this month.   During this period, it 
was without the additions at either end and faced a different direction. 
  One year after the guano works were built, by 1864, they were operating 
in full swing with elaborate machinery, wharves, warehouse dryers and 
laboratories.   By 1865, the company shipped 7,540 200-pound bags on 
each of which was stamped the chemical analysis.   Production figures 
climbed from 1866 when the output was 3,424 tons to 1870 when it 
reached 16,131 tons. 
  The company had 33 ships hauling guano fro Howland island.   Of these 
boats, six were lost at sea on the homeward voyage.   Two of these, the ship 
Avon with a cargo of 1,300 tons and the ship Golden Eagle, with 1,600 tons, 
fell victims to Confederate cruisers and constituted part of the celebrated 
Alabama claims. 
  With the Christopher Hall, one of the vessels shipwrecked, goes a love 
story.   Her captain, John Addy, asked Capt Crowell for names of “nice 
young ladies” in the Dennis, Brewster area that he could correspond with 
and later meet. 
  He asked his older daughter, Persis, to take care of the matter for him 
and quite naturally, her answer was, “I will attend to this myself.” 
  Soon there was a Mrs. John Addy who went to sea on her honeymoon.   
The newlyweds visited China and then sailed to Howland island to take on a 
cargo of guano.   On the way home they were shipwrecked off the coast of 
the island of Apia near Samoa.   Since it was not a regular port call, they 
were there several months before a ship stopped on her way to Liverpool.   
The sailors had previously picked up a ride to New Zealand.   Mrs. Minerva 
Wexler of East Dennis has the full story in letters from Persis to her 
grandfather. 
  This little tale of long ago has an unhappy ending.  Persis never made 
another voyage.   Her husband traveled the next trip alone and died on 
board ship from some disease.   Persis did not live long, either.   Capt  
Crowell paid $10,000 tohave a French doctor brought to Cape Cod when his 
daughter became critically ill.   The doctor, who was to advise whether or 
not to operate, said no.   She soon died.[1] 
  The romantic Biblical name, Persis, has been carried along in the Crowell 
family.   The Persis who was shipwrecked was named for her grandmother.   
Persis was also the name of Mr. Crowell’s sister who died last year at 91, of 
his daughter, Mrs. Loren O. Crain, and of a granddaughter, Persis Ann 
Crowell. 

Shift to Caribbean 
  When guano from Howland island was exhausted in 1870, the Pacific 
Guano company abandoned it and soon became owners of the Great Swan 

                                                 
1  Persis died of a brain tumor. 



islands in the Caribbean, 400 miles from Key West, 500 from New Orleans 
and 300 south of Cuba. 
  In connection with the 1960 U.S. Census, the Swan islands made news 
and became source of a dispute between Honduras, 100 miles away, and 
the United States.   Both claim the tiny islands.   More currently, the Swan 
islands have achieved fame as site of an anti-Castro radio station, its 
broadcasts beamed at Cuba. 
  First ownership by this country had been officially recorded as 1893.   
Mr Crowell hastened to send a letter to Christian Herter, then secretary of 
state, to advise him of the Pacific Guano company.  He received a letter from 
the State Department thanking him and noting his letter had been made 
part of permanent reference files. 
  When the company took ownership, and official report estimated the 
quantity of guano on the islands to be three million tons.   It takes 100 
years to accumulate six feet of guano, according to scientists.   Three types 
of guano were found, the richest yielding 75 to 80 percent pure phosphate of 
lime. 
  The company moved their source of supply still closer to home when the 
secured Chisolm’s island, one of the Sea islands, off the coast of South 
Carolina between the entrance to the Bull and Coosaw rivers.   Here 
deposits of bone phosphate of lime were discovered in 1867. 
  Some of the fossils discovered on the Sea islands prompted Louis Agassiz 
to write in 1858 to Prof F. S. Holmes, “The circumstances under which these 
remains (bones of horses, sheep, bulls and hogs) are found admit no doubt 
but the animals from which there are derived existed in North America long 
before this continent was settled by the white race of men… and had already 
disappeared when the newcomers set foot upon this continent.” 
  The Pacific Guano company built a plant on the Bull river side of their 
island to prepare the phosphate for shipment with machinery for crushing, 
washing and drying the nodules.   After a thorough washing, machines 
expelled all but one-half of one percent of the moisture. 
  The company had truly struck it rich in South Carolina.   Some of the 
prized bone phosphate of lime was dug out of pits in the marsh, six by four 
feet.  Nodules were taken out by pick and spade before the water rose too 
high.   Then the diggers moved two feet and began another pit.   Other 
phosphate deposits, known as river rock, were collected by steam dredges.   
Still more was reclaimed from the river by negroes with amazing skill at 
diving.   The company employed from one to two hundred laborers at 
Chisolm’s island for this type of work.   The Chisolm phosphate proved 
about 67 percent pure. 
  The Woods Hole guano works couldn’t supply the demand and 
consequently, a plant was built in Charleston, S.C., on the Ashley river.  It 
was completely equipped with machinery, acid chambers and chemical 
laboratories. 



  Woods Hole might have continued a factory town except, it is rumored, 
for one man.   The Pacific Guano company, after seeming prosperity for 
many years, was declared bankrupt in 1889. 
  “When they finally began digging phosphate rock in South Carolina, rival 
companies built fertilizer factories down south to provide a convenient 
source of supply for the cotton growers.   The Pacific Guano company could 
not meet this kind of competition and was forced to close down in 1889,” 
explained Franklin L. Gifford in his catalog of historic Woods Hole paintings. 
  Mr Crowell doubts that this was the main factor.   He points out that the 
company met competition successfully for 20 years, increasing sales every 
year. 
  However, the stockholders in January, 1889, asked for an investigation.  
The report of the investigating auditor, March 7, 1889, shows “very great 
shrinkage of quick assets as compared with liabilities between the reports of 
Dec. 31, 1886 and Dec. 31, 1888.”    Also “errors of fact” were noted. 
  Rumors were aout in Woods Hole that John M. Glidden, treasurer from 
the company’s beginnings and summer resident of the village, was 
responsible for the company’s troubles.   He never returned to Woods Hole 
after the investigation.  He was a partner in Glidden & Curtis, the main 
commission house for the company and the one to which it was deeply 
financially indebted. 
  When the company failed in February, 1889, the amount of fertilizer at 
Woods Hole was valued at $46,544.14.   There must have been a large 
amount because a catalog seven years later was still advertising the 
fertilizer, even though the factory had been taken down before 1894.   
Stamped on the catalog was the name of Walter O. Luscombe as agent. 
  Mr. Glidden’s for mer summer home overlooking Nobska pond was 
purchased in 1924 by Mr and Mrs E. D. Nims from the Glidden estate.   An 
old tower at the entrance to his estate, once a favored haven for courting 
couples, has been incorporated in another rhome now owned by Winslow 
Carlton. 
  Horace Crowell, a real estate man from Boston and not related to the 
Crowell family in Woods Hole, bought the land where the factories and 
works had been.   By 1894 the first of the summer estates had been built on 
Penzance Point, named by Mrs Crowell from a point south of Falmouth, 
England. 
  It may be that Woods Hole was thus diverted by the schemes of one man 
from a factory town to a summer resort. 
[Another clipping from same paper:] 

Factory And Railroad 
  How Capt. Prince S. Crowell, manager and director of the Pacific Guano 
works in 1872, maneuvered a railroad for Woods Hole is told in the History 
of the Town of Sucanessett. 

 



 Nearest railroads were the Capd Cod railroad at Monument Beach and 
the Old Colony at Plymouth.   Citizens of Falmouth for 20 years had held a 
charter for a railroad under the name of Vineyard Sound railway.   Capt 
Crowell persuaded the directors of this paper railroad to elect him 
president.   At the same time he rescued financially the Yarmouth-
Providence railroad.   Then he suggested to the directors that they build a 
branch to Woods Hole and by taking over the Cape Cod central railroad 
have three roads under one management.   When the directors hesitated, 
Capt Crowell’s convincing trump card was to say that, otherwise, he would 
ally with the Old Colony at Plymouth. 
 Report of Engineer E. N. Winslow, surveyor for the Vineyard Sound 
railroad between Monument Beach and Woods Hole is dated Marcy 27, 
1867.   The railroad opened for travel in 1872. 
 Falmouth, as noted in the town report of 1873, borrowed $60,000 termed 
“money hired on account of the railroad.”   The 1873 town report continues: 
  “Received from Cape Cod railroad for interest  $      690.66 
  Dividend from railroad stock        1,554.00 
  Paid from town treasury             751.69  
                  $ 62,996.35 
  Paid for 600 shares of Cape Cod railroad stock $ 60,000.00 
  Exchanged for 444 shares Old Colony railroad 
   and paid for fractional part of shares     56.35 
  Paid for interest            2,940.00  
                  $ 62,996.35 
The 440 shares of Old Colony railroad cost the town $60,751.69. 
 In 1877, with a debt of $24,000 and 175 shares of railroad stock, the 
town paid off $6,000 and reported indebtedness at the beginning of 1878 as 
$18,000.   The town’s 175 shares were sold in 1879 for almost enough to 
clear the indebtedness. 
 For the year ending Jan. 31, 1879, the town report read: 
  “Town indebtedness on account of railroad, 
   Jan. 31, 1878           $ 17,500.00 
   With 175 shares of railroad stock on hand. 
  Received since last annual meeting from sale of 
   175 shares of railroad stock         17,489.50 
  Received from town treasury               238.00 
  Paid on railroad notes            17,500.00 
  Interest on railroad notes                227.50  
                  $ 17,727.50” 
[Another clipping on the same subject, same paper:] 

Guano Company Used Philadelphia Centennial 
To Promote Its Product 

 When the Philadelphia Centennial in 1876 came along, the Pacific Guano 
company was prosperous.   It had plenty of phosphate, three plants and the 
sea at its doors swarming with endless menhaden.   It gave employment to 



chemists, managers, 400 to 500 men in various departments of labor, put 
on the market about 45,000 tons of fertilizer each year and, additionally, 
employed about 100 to 150 vessels of large capacity and many flatboats 
and lighters. 
 Spencer F. Baird of the National Museum, Smithsonian Institution, and 
first commissioner of the U. S. Fisheries at Woods Hole, encouraged the 
company to exhibit at the Centennial.   When they agreed, he wrote: “My 
dear Mr. Glidden: By all means make a first class exhibition in the 
Agricultural department of the Centennial where you can present an 
impressive picture of a very important American industry… I would be glad 
to have the model of your works.” 
 With considerable showmanship, the company built a replica of a kiosk 
implying its original Oriental beginnings.   Here were shown fossils from the 
Sea islands, specimens of material used in their fertilizer and models of 
their factories.   But the most exciting and telling display was their 
plantings around the kiosk on which they had used liberal amounts of their 
own product. 
 Results impressed the Boston Daily Advertiser, Aug. 19, 1876, which 
applauded, “All around on the grounds, the practical results of the fertilizer 
are to be seen.   On the 17th of June, the cotton plant blossomed.   Ten days 
later the bolls were rapidly forming.   On the 28th of July, several of these 
burst open displaying the tufts of the staple.   Sugar cane grown from the 
rattoons and tobacco from the seed are in fine progress upon the large 
space allotted to them.   Bananas will be in fruit soon.   Southern fruits 
cultivated in Philadelphia and that may, by the used of the Pacific guano, 
be cultivated in more northern climates, challenges the attention of the 
scientist or amateur.” 
 Officers that year were Frederick Nickerson of Boston, president, and 
John M. Glidden of Boston and Woods Hole, treasurer.   Both, of course, 
were directors, as were Prince S. Crowell of East Dennis, William T. Glidden 
of Boston, Edward D. Mandel of New Bedford, Henry A. Barling of New York 
and George W. W. Dove of Andover. 
[Another clipping about “Crowells Found Remains of Plant In South Carolina,” not 
transcribed.   Another clipping:] 

Long Neck Factory Had 
Long-Lasting Impact on Village 

 From the company’s books, many in the possession of Mr Crowell, it is 
apparent that the entire village life of Woods Hole centered around the 
guano works.   There was buying and selling from the company store.   Sold 
were coal, wood, laths for lobster pots, lead pipes, tin, to mention a few of 
the many items.   The town bought lumber for the railroad bridges.   They 
also hired help for road repair. 
 For example, written on the books for May 18: 
   “Rec. from W. H. Weir company, 32 barrels of pogies 
   Rec. schooner Lawrence   1200 lbs guano 



       sloop Rereless    6000 lbs guano 
       schooner adele    1600 lbs guano 
   Sold to A. F. Crowell    ½ ton coal, ½ cord wood 
   Rec. for Gengenti 526 716/2000 ground tons brimstone via 
    bark Bernadeeto, freight   $2,022.24” 
 Further impact of the company on Woods Hole lay in the people who 
became part of the community and whose descendants still live here. 
 First manager was Capt. Levi Howes of East Dennis, skipper of the 
clipper ship, Starlight.   He was also part owner of several of the Shiverick 
ships and sailed for Glidden & Williams.   He was succeeded by Asa 
Shiverick in 1863, a son of the Shivericks owning the boatyard.  In 1886 his 
son, A. F. Shiverick was manager.   Capt. Crowell’s son, Azariah F. Crowell, 
was chief chemist for many years. 
 Lewis C. Swift was superintendent of the acid works.   His first assistant 
was Martin Broderick.   Other oldtimers were William Ring, Robert Goffin 
and William Studley.   Tim Sullivan, who later became a cobbler, stitched 
the bags in which the fertilizer was shipped.   Almond Sturgis was an 
engineer.   John P. Sylvia had a license to pilot vessels into the harbor.   His 
son is now town counsel for Falmouth. 
 Descendants of the above who still live here include Mrs. Mary Condon, 
Mrs. Carrie Alberts, Miss Frances Goffin, Prince, Miss Polly and Miss Ruth 
Crowell. 
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