
RED BEACH (Vol. 1, Issue 3, 9/90)

“A ONCE ROARING, SELF-SUFFICIENT COMMUNITY IS NOW A PASSING MEMORY, A SUBURB OF CALAIS,”

wrote R.W. Johnson in 1980 in Maine Life Magazine.

Rotting timbers, remnants of granite walls and sluiceways, broken artifacts and memories are all that is left of

this once prosperous self-sufficient community. The Red Beach Plaster Company and the Maine Red Granite

Company were among the most enterprising in the State.

Early maps drawn by Champlain, a member of De Mints expedition to St. Croix Island in 1604, show a water-

powered mill at what is now called Red Beach. Two hundred and forty five years later other farsighted promotes

and venture capitalists thought it a good site too.

“A fine little deep water harbor extends in here, at the head of which is the outlet of an excellent water-power

stream, which has been improved and utilized by two of the most enterprising and successful corporation in Maine,”

said an Eastport Newspaper in 1884. This together with easy transportation to the Atlantic seaboard and their

source of raw materials was the basis for formation of the Red Beach Plaster Co in 1850's. 20 years later the

Maine Red Granite Co utilized the abundant and colorful stone.

Plaster rock was shipped by sailing vessel from Nova Scotia, converted at this site, barreled, and shipped to-

rapidly developing cities along the Eastern seaboard.

Organized in 1846 to produce calcinated plaster, a construction material, and capitalized at $10,000 in 1850, 20

workers earned a total of $300 while manufacturing products worth $17,400. Production included 9000 barrels of

plaster, 9000 barrels for packaging, 5000 wooden caskets and some other products. By 1850 it was an intergrated

company.

William S. Eaton owned it at this time and sold it for $6000 to Henry, Willis George Tarbox and Charles Harrison

Newton of Massachusetts. The business was organized as the George R. Tarbox Company. By 1858 they paid taxes

to Calais of $1495 and reorganized as the Red Beach Plaster Company. It was known be this name until it burned in

1926.

10 years later capitalization rose to $25,000 as the result of better management. The Company now employed 30

males who earned $375 in wages in 1859. An 1860 census valued the plant’s output at $35,000 which included

production of 30,000 barrels of calcinated plaster and 30,000 wooden shipping barrels. The inventory of raw

material included 8,000 tons of plaster rock, 300,000 poles and 40,006 logs (used in barrel production at the

cooperage.)

By 1880 the firm was importing 10,000 tons of plaster rock annually. Imagine the waterfront activity at the piers

that unloaded this rock and loaded the finished barreled product. If a coastal vessel could take a cargo of 1000

barrels (about 100 tons at 200 pounds per barrel), then it would have taken 100 vessels to carry the finished

product to market. There are some pictures in the Calais Library showing some of the vessels and docks.

Source of plaster rock were quarries at Windsor, Nova Scotia and Hillsboro, New Brunswick. Rock was placed in a

large hopper that reduced its size, then a “cracker” unit reduced it still further for the “grinder” which made a

fine powder. A boiler process and chemical treatment finished the process and plaster was ready to be packed in

paper lined barrels constructed at the mills cooperage. The finished product was shipped along the Atlantic Coast

for the building trades industries to help meet the need for new structures in a rapidly growing country. In the

early 1880’s, this demand increased production to 400 barrels a day.

During this period a new fertilizer product was manufactured at this plant which further utilized the existing

equipment. Bone phosphate could be produced when farmers sold animal bones to the mill where they were ground

and mixed with bone charcoal which was purchased from New York City. The process called for the addition of fish

powder this mixture, along with mineral phosphate shipped up down from South Carolina. Treated with sulphuric

acid, dried and packed it was ready for the coastal schooners. By 1880 this firm was producing 2,000 tons of bone

phosphate annually. In February 1881 the Calais Times said “It is settled that the Red Beach Plaster Company has

made a ‘great hit’ in their new industry.”



Large veins of red granite were located on their property so in 1875 the Management founded a subsidiary, the

Maine Red Granite Company. Incorporated a year later, with Frank Nelson as president and C. H. Newton treasurer

(later president) it became a full business by 1877. By 1880 the firm was capitalized at $30,000. Granite was

quarried by 45 workers: skilled labor $1.75 per 10 hour day, unskilled at $1.15. Product value reached $18,000 in

1880.

The three quarries owned by the Maine Red Granite Company included their main quarry opened in 1876, located

3/4 mile west of Red Beach; the Beaver Lake Black Granite Quarry, developed in 1885, and the Shattuck Mountain

Quarry, opened in 1890.

The polishing works, where stone could be shaped and polished to a high glassy finish, was supplied from the

quarries on stone sleds pulled by horse power or oxen and by low slung large wheeled, flat bed wagons. The polishing

shed where an elevated crane distributed the stone to the various finishing operations, was home to two column

cutters and a number of polishers, as well as a McDonald stone-cutting machine. Granite was sawed into slabs and

turned from rough cut pillars to finished, polished products. This building was 80 x 240 feet, its foundations can

still be seen in the woods west off the Flowed Lands Stream, and here were produced beautiful columns, pilasters,

tombstones, and ornamental pieces. This was reportedly the best equipped polishing plant in all New England.

The Maine Red Granite company utilized the good shipping docks and harbor of the Plaster Mill, and local

newspapers carried news of arrival and departures from the Red Beach Cove.

Many important buildings were built by customers of the Red Beach Granite Company. Included is the Frances

Scott Key monument in Fredrick, Maryland; the county building and post office in Lima, Ohio; the courthouse at

Marquette, Michigan; the Museum of Natural History, New York City; Baptist churches at Portsmouth, N. H. and

Newport News, Virginia; and the plant cases on the terrace around the United States Capitol, Washington, D.C. The

columns of the courthouse at Providence, R.I., and those of the customhouse in Kansas City, Missouri as well as the

Centennial Block in Portland, Maine and a portion of the customhouse basement at Fall River, Mass., also utilized

Red Beach granite.

The turn of the century saw the beginnings of real financial problems and frequent changes in ownership, causing

sporadic shutdowns. In September 1909 Alfred Hays took out a mortgage for $50,000, putting the company’s

assets as collateral. But in two years the company defaulted on a tax bill of $955• The International Trust and

Banking Company of Calais, which had assumed ownership, sold it to Luere B. Deasy and Frank H. Jones for $25,000

in June of that year. In addition the new owners received 3106 tons of plaster rock, 100 tons or rock plaster, 7000

barrels of finished plaster and 12,000 wooden barrels.

When Deasy and Jones defaulted on their loan, during the first world war, the Calais Bank assumed control again.

They sold it to Francis V. McCarty for $26,000 and a block of stock in the Vulcan Fire Company. McCarty defaulted

in 1922. Then the bank bought the mill for $5,000 at a public auction in May, 1923. In 1926, James Gray of

Grantwood, NJ and R. J. Heaney of New York attempted to operate the failing plaster mill, but they faced a rapidly

decreasing demand for their product. By that time the construction industry had turned to other building materials

such as sheet rock.

On August 30, 1926, the latest Red Beach Plaster Company came to a fiery end when fire of undetermined origin

razed the entire complex at the Cove. The fire destroyed the plaster mill company store, bridge, wharf and post

office. The owners never rebuilt the business or buildings.

Today Red Beach is a quiet residential part of Calais, with one active fish weir, some small boats are moored off

shore, a camp ground at Keene’s Lake, no stores or post office, an auxiliary fire house with truck and equipment,

and U. S. Park Service Outlook, where the granite loading wharf used to be, looking out to St. Croix Island, now an

International Monument. Its beautiful red stone is all around you at the Outlook and is well worth the trip to see

the remnants of this historic place.


