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Margaret Wise Brown & The Little Island
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JAMES ROCKEFELLER

Margaret Wise Brown summered on Vinalhaven during the 1940s where she composed dozens of her immortal
children’s books including The Little Island. Her biography has been charted by literary historians, but here a
maore intimate portrait of her Vinalhaven life emerges from a man who loved her deeply.

SLANDS CAN BE personal castles or prisons

depending on how one views their moat of

water. To Margaret Wise Brown, her place on

Vinalhaven was a castle of fairy story propor-

tions. Margaret brought me there to the head

of Hurricane Sound in the summer of ‘52.

She called it The Only House because look-

ing out at night, more often than not, no other light
was visible.

No road existed. The surrounding forest was yet

another barrier against the outside world. Our entry

was the little house of Mildred Brewster and Maynard

Swett in that small drain behind Strauson’s Point.
Mildred had done the cooking in the Boarding House
at Wharf’s Quarry for the men back when, and
Maynard, over 70 years old, lobstered out of his white
peapod with the green gunwale. Here Margaret kept a
gray flat-bottomed punt built by Skoog of Carver’s
Harbor. It comfortably held the two of us, her Kerry
Blue terrier called Krispin’s Krispian, groceries, a case
of wine, and other household necessities. The 20-
minute pull up the Sound was a pleasant interval on
that warm and sparkling day of my arrival, gently
pushed along by the southwest breeze.



ay) yeyy 10e) a1 jo pnoad L12a seM 2Y4g paq 3yl uo
Surraaod unfs predoa] ayey € $91dN02 271 JO 2UO UO Inj
I00[J 21) U0 SNI INJ B IPUNOTE TNJ JO 10] B SeM I |,

. SBUNSLIT) JOT $21802 882 suTelq paiq 243 [[& 2418 0}
Su108 w I, 217 sSury Surdes 10 yre[ swos 01 dn uaym
.POON) ON Auung ayJ,, S J2SI9Y 0] PALIDJOL UIJO IS
pue ‘Auung a2y, Iy PI[[Bd SPUILY AUBJY "STIOAIIYD
-STW SUI[29] UAYM YOO[ AUUNG PUOWE UR J[ISIDY
QA3 01 $240 191 JUIIOE UIJO PINOM PUR SIYSE[IAD Suo|
pey 2yg ‘w0l [rnads e o1om s1qqey Aes 01 JUOoM sEm
IYS ‘S[EWIUE 918 M UDQUIDWIIY, “INJ PIAO] 12IeSIe

"IOVRUISLIO J121]) 01 PaUay]
[ 1BY) ATUSIP © YIM [EDISWIYM 2] Panquul awIjqns
oy s10d 1oddoo 10 ‘sasea ‘sdno ‘sasse[S woly payuim
SIOMO[JPITA “2sh J1a11 21eaqoe] pue adeys aay) Aolua
01 [MOQ B UI PaJOIS 2I9M SIS ‘J[9819Y JO UOISUIIXD
[eTmBU B 3¢ 0] JI S ABM PIIPIISUN UE [YONS UL 194 ‘Udp
4z0d e Jo asuas [[exaa0 ayy o3 Aenb ondees Juippe
103 ‘10102 10 ‘adeys 10y uasoyn “oalqns ruosiad
19y pazeadde asnoy Aun oYy ur SunyLiaas 105 ‘usanb,
Aes 1 ‘wopdury [eads siyy jo usanb oy L[231UyOop
sem pue ysiy L1018 Luarey o ur Sururys $a49 19y ‘sSury
Aueur passouim pery 1B} 2[R ) 1e JIISII 18IS P[nom
19031y ‘S19[QOST UI 2UIM PaT 2] ‘240§ SUISOIIY
ay uo Surqane d1Tes M pade] ones mayseds pad
e sdeqrod qum ‘Sutuaas ue jO
"[[2F SS2UIRP USYM SDURIC LR
1JOos 2Jow SuIppe ‘woolpaq
pue Sunis oyl usaminq Surpurd
[eoniioa oyl uo Lepdsip 1omoy e
P1EID BIQE[OPUED 0J0D0I URI[E]]
[rews ausmbxa jo ared y papasu
se Jnoqge poasow s2321d worued
-uI0d OM] [IYM ‘dqe) Sunum o
1 ‘pAaun-Aqna suo siy ‘durey sse(d
1yjouy “ureyd apqeisnlpe ue uo
A[qe) WA AU 211 1240 Suny
O[S PATO[OI-3501 Y "UOTIRUILUN[[L
a1os o) aJoMm sdure] aUISOIIY
0O UMOLDY
180q 1oy sdeyaad ‘puwpsy apper sy
paardsur mana sy, spuepst paddny
-2onxds a1 peLIAW SIL YIm punog
suedLiny Suipurwiurod soed
[euoneirdsur ur sem mopumm o[,
‘urqen s, diys e jo az1s o) sem
aoeyd ajoym oy, uassaip pue paq
SSBAQ B M UIOOIPI( ID[[EUIS UIAD
ue SeM UIood Suris ayl Jj0 ‘ieau
-IOpUN PappPE JOO[] B PUB PISIEI U] PLY ISNOY )
aI10Jaq JauMO snomaid e sem afeg ‘uurDOIN Iy Sur
-Aes arerd sseaq e 910q 1] ‘mo[aq punotd ayy 01 doap joog
-U2 B Ing Sunpou 01uo no funms 1By J00p B SEM UO0T)
21§ SUnLIM 197 JO 1397 o) O, ‘Suntm 1oy prp 19aedrep
I9YM MOpUIM 3Y) JO JUOLJ UL d[qe) Suo[ ¢ pue
9ams poarfaqiod ‘yonod ururpPar e ‘1eas A0 B play
1By wood ual-Aq- s ue pauado yarym jo Jjo ‘uayanry
{un B paIalud Nod ISNOYIIT] SSI[JOOT SIY) WOoIy

"SIUUNTWITIOY [BIJ0S JO 1801 19y PUE 12
-ystqnd ‘syuafe yam y1ox MmaN ul 1uads siojum dusuaLy
127 1noqe Sup{[el ,‘awn JO S[2ayMm 125pL ) woLy Aeme
xej we [ a1y, 9 ind jarediep sy Aeq oy) pue 3sau0j
21} puodaq sBuraq pue sSULy) S0 JSUIRSE IILLIBY [BD
-1dojoyadsd sapour 1af aaam sdars dass ‘moraeu ‘Suog
O 1RIedIey pAIYSIOp yargm ‘umo 1y 2oerd o)
PAIaPISU0D oyMm $UId) pue Sms ‘sdaxdso ‘syayoadpoom
‘siapqrem a1 Sukaaans ysnl 1o ‘Supyer ‘Sunes 1oy auss
ue pawIoj 2[qel pue sireyd Jofred weard 207 ‘yraou
31 01 Jurfrel 3y} I9a0 papnnur eyl 220 apdde ue pue
‘QTeym Sur[Ius € Pa[quIasat JEl 1sam 23 0} 28pI[ 21
-uers e Aq popaensd sem ‘wam ut ‘wroperd sy punoad
2} 2404k 1995 6T yo1od Iemoam e 0) spaemdn paiojom
je) ‘roppe] e asow e ‘sdois dooys Sununow pue
oo xead Juopue ue Junnpes Aq poured sem ssad0y
"I0JBITSILI [ENSED
e 10U P[IYD B IPIOU SeM JUBIIQRYUL 9] A[9)RIpauuwI
pasuas auo ng ‘asnoyderd s pryd e se sannurwiip
S SBM 1] ‘snorraisAw 124 Surpeadde Ajasusiur yioq
11 opew ‘spreoqde[d> palayieam AeiS 2yl ‘SI00[J) OM]
JIMO[ 2] JO SMOPUIM PIWEI-YIB[] ‘MOPUIM DD YIR[]
Joox paynud-ySiy sy asnoy Aun 3yl pIlemo] paam
simey P pajddep mopeaw Aun ayy jo ssead Suop oy
ysnoxypy dn poyem [ ‘oumm Jo 98ed Oyl 1M pANSNIOU
Yunyo
Suoy v puiyoq uappiy yoeaq
AUT] ® 18 POALLIE OM TUOOS 00T
aanaaoxd Suraq waym 201217 L1924
YOO[ P[NOd pue uatyl Yoeq pieaq
B 2I0M T 2SNEIIQ YOO[IBM 19y
auwr paqped ayg 1ods a1 uo pasod
-UI0D 2US PIOM [BdISRUI B Ojul

“9JIUEId . POPUNOI JO

Suope uortuedwod 1oy papnd ays
JUDAD ISI[[RWS DY YIIM PIA[OAU]
"SI UIAPE [ULUE JO SALIAS Fulo§uo
ue PIAI] NOA JaIeSIe YIIM
cuapres 1amorg
B 0B SAOMQ I21SQO] 21 2 IS
£I91BM AN[q 1YSTLIq STYL [[B 1940
Surd[y ‘SumyuIyl g 11 snur 1By,
‘amr 01 PIES 3YS _ “YIO[IBA,
*2D101D OU PRI I JI SB
PapUE[ 109SUL ) JUDWIZEUIR AUl
of, ‘A uoBeap Suwssed v 0) 108uy
Suiddrip ® pusixo 01 A[emuaas
3 BunIp U9IBM 2] Ul PUBL 2UO
paeL) ayg saa1dap (gg uryim
Guiyidioad Surqiosqe aym ‘mos
ydnoay) nos i ‘nok je payoo[ ey $949 anfg ApjuLd
asoy) 10j swely 109313d e sem ‘9z231q 3y £q PaIq
UM IRy PAJo[Od-MENs I Yoou 211 1e uado asnolq
anjq e pue ‘sa[[rrpedsa ‘sy2e[s 221yM Jo aurnisod Sunjiom
[ensn 12y 2I10M 12IESIEJy 'SS2MSIW SIY PIAO] OS[E oYM
arewr 1apoue jo Arurxord 2y ur Sudq wiy 10 Asea
10U SEM 11 ‘SS9ULIIEJ [[B UL ‘U2Y} INQ ‘DINBU AQ d[qeaaise
SIp sem UIdSLIy] "SSONSIUL SIY PIAD [ J[IYM dul 18 pare[d
urdsiry] ‘s190yswials a3 pardnooo joaesSiepy pue Sog



“The Only House,” Vinalhaven, 1952

English Queen Mother reputedly kept The Little Fur
Book (it was covered in rabbit fur) on her bedside table.

After a few days with “The Bunny,” you weren’t sure
whether people acted like animals or animals like peo-
ple. As one’s eyes are drawn to those of a wild animal to
gauge their intent, so mine would often gravitate to
hers. There was always more going on in
there than the viewer could ever grasp. The
look would vary from youth to venerable
age to childlike wonder, mischievousness,
gaiety, somberness, or the wisdom of a seer.

“No one will ever know my age,” she
laughingly said one day. “How could they? Tt
keeps changing.”

In earlier years—before her time—goats,
chickens and a cow lived downstairs. Now
there was a workshop and guestroom. The latter also
served as a gallery for her paintings. She explained that
from early on she knew she could either be a credible
painter or a writer and had decided on the latter, so
painting became a hobby. One oil was of a white dog
(with rabbit-long ears) lying on the loveseat upstairs.
Through the window in the painting peeped The Little
Island. Another featured the horse weathervane she
had whimsically mounted on the end of the stone
wharf; yet another showed a white china water pitcher
filled with flowers. The last conveyed a different mood.
The Only House stood somber in its black trim under a
lowering sky. A small drab figure huddled against the
stoop. This she had done after the death of her dear
friend, the poetess Michael Strange, wife of Barrymore
the actor.

“When I can no longer write, paint, or read, that is
the end,” she once told me.

Going to the outhouse was more rewarding than just
an outing for personal relief. First encountered was an
apple tree that shaded a wash stand with white ewer,
pitcher, and soap dish. The classic mirror was nailed
above it to the trunk. Next you passed the icebox—a
covered well with floating containers housing butter,
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milk, cheese, and other perishables. The white wine
floated alone. Only then did you enter a short section
of woods, rush up an incline, throw open the Dutch
doors, and choose one of two holes. As Billy Brown, her
caretaker, put it, “Darn thing is so far away, you're
pressin’ your luck.”

But enthroned, it was worth the journev. The view
took in the back cove with the large grout pile of
Wharf’s Quarry rising behind. Across to the left was a
rock with a fissure that from half-tide down cast the sil-
houette of an Indian maiden demurely bending for-
ward at the edge of the limpid tidal pool.

I asked Billy what he thought of The Maiden.
“Haven’t told my wife,” he said. “Might get jealous.”

The rest of her dominion held other landmarks.
Along the path heading to the east was the well where
you hauled drinking water up in a pail. Then at the
edge of the spruce forest dwelled the magic mouse in
his magic mousehole. From there a trail wove between
the spruces around several corners until bursting forth
upon a small cabin Margaret had built for Michael
Strange. On entering it, the eye met a large, ornate, gilt
frame set with glass that revealed the striking picture
outside, which was the backyard. The front of the cabin
was at the edge of a large smooth ledge that
sloped down to the sea. The roof, as if to
emulate the ledge, swooped downward
forming two points, pagoda like, which in
turn were supported by wood columns from
her favorite antique shop in Rockland.
Convention to Margaret was like red to a
bull.

Walking up the granite escarpment
behind the cabin, one came 1o a flat circular
expanse of stone some 60 feet in diameter. As we
approached, she would press fingers to lips for silence,
for here was the Fairy Ballroom where the “little peo-
ple” danced at midnight overlooking Hurricane Sound.
It was always just possible, even in broad daylight, there
might be one peeping from behind a bayberry bush.

I loved to go up there of an evening, for we would
stand on a rock outcropping and watch dusk enfold the
Sound. Dawn and dusk were important times for The
Bunny, as was the languor of noon, the rising of the
moon, storms, and calms. Standing on the promontory,
outlined against the darkening bay, she radiated the
elemental dignity of a wild animal free in its native
habitat. Often those eyes of hers would go far away
where no-one could ever reach, and one evening she
turned suddenly and said, “We are born alone. We go
through life alone. And we go out alone.” I never have
forgotten that moment, painful as were the words, for
what she said was true. She saw herself in a frame where
human beings were but one component of a larger
tapestry.

In the woods and fields Margaret moved like a deer.
She told of going beagling and running with the
hounds for hours on end. During berrying excursions



she could wriggle through the most impossible of tan-
gles at incredible speed and eat berries off the bush
like a bear I once had. A herring fisherman who set his
nets out front once said to me, “That Margaret! If you
saw her in the woods come November and she was
wearing horns it would take a steady mind not to
shoot.” Then he added with a wistful grin, “I'd rather
take her home alive, myself.”

For venturing on The Bay, Margaret had a treacher-
ous North Haven Dinghy. One day we had a wonderful
sail down to Hurricane, trailing the bottle of white wine
behind on a string with Margaret puffing on her pipe,
reciting one of her many lyrics, “The Fish with the
Deep Sea Smile.” The ballad begins:

They fished and they fished

Way down in the sea

down in the sea a mile.

They fished among all the fish in the sea
For the fish with the deep sea smile.

On the way home the southwest breeze
turned into a small gale. We rushed along
faster and faster until at the end of
Leadbetter Island the dinghy sailed her
bow right under. There we were with the
sail up, going nowhere, paddling around
in the cockpit. I was mortified, consider-
ing myself something of a sailor. But
Margaret puffed away on her still lit pipe,
asked if there was any wine left in the bot-
tle, and giggled with glee. Just then
Goldie McDonald, the guardian of
Dogfish Island, happened by and pulled us, drlppmg,
into his boat. Goldie was one of Margaret’s favorites.
She even used him as a pen name.

Goldie took one look at The Bunny with her wet
clothes clinging to her athletic frame and said with feel-
ing, “Gawd Margaret, you look better wet than dry!” ‘

She laughed all the way home. In her eyes it couldn’t
have been a more perfect day.

Aside from sitting in the evening bathed in that ruby
light, going up to Wharf’s Quarry was my fondest mem-
ory. Garrying a hamper, towels, and soap we would take
the path around the back cove, plough through an
overgrown meadow and tangle of brambles, then walk
under a canopy of huge spruces until coming to a gran-
ite ledge lying in the gloom like a forgotten
Stonehenge. Over this we pushed and pulled ourselves,
emerging on a gently sloping expanse of stone which
we followed upward until standing atop the quarry.
There we would gaze down 50 feet of sheer rock wall to
the pool of water with the pyramid of grout on the far
side. To the left stretched Hurricane Sound and
straight ahead to the west was Leadbetter’s Narrows
with a backdrop of the Camden Hills. The entry to our
destination was at the far end where the granite sloped
down to cattails, with stone and vegetation arranged as

if by an artist’s brush to form a hidden water garden.
Here on a flat rock by the water’s edge we would spread
our things and have our biweekly ablutions. Afterwards,
drying on the sun-warmed granite, we would eat lunch
in almost mystical serenity.

Margaret would talk about her writing, and I, our
future life together. She had published 72 books to
date, “with nothing serious to say,” as she put it. Little
did I comprehend at the time what a pioneer she had
become, and how revered in the writing of children’s
books.

“Warlock,” she would muse, “Someday 1 would like to
write something serious when I have something to say.
But I am stuck in my childhood. That raises the devil
when one wishes to move on.”

“What do you want to put on your
tombstone then, if not recognition for
childrens’ works?” I said facetiously—little
knowing that only a few months hence
she would lie dead in France of a blood
R elat

She thought a bit, watching the white
clouds pass overhead before turning and
saying in all seriousness, “You will put ‘A
writer of songs and nonsense.””

I quickly turned the conversation to a
more cheerful bent and asked how she
had arrived at the tite for her forthcom-
ing book, The Noon Balloon.

“I was looking out my New York window
at noon when this blimp came sailing by.
It had to be the noon balloon to
LaGuardia.”

“And the writing,” I asked. “How do you go about it?”

She took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Sometimes
it is easy, sometimes hard, to bring your feelings, your
heart, and your interest together.”

More than 40 years have passed since that day in the
quarry. Her tombstone, a few steps from The Only
House, does read “A writer of songs & nonsense.” And
my grandchildren still stop by the ‘magic mousehole’ to
whisper “Hi.” They know by heart The Litile Island, The
Runaway Bunny, Goodnight Moon, and a dozen others. As
to The Fairy Ballroom, I am convinced it is Margaret
peeping from behind the bayberry bush, while the
Indian Maiden holds Billy’s hand across the eternal
deep divide. And forever, ‘ever, there will be the fish
with the deep sea smile, down in the sea a mile, just a
swish of his tail from The Little Island in a world of its
own, all a part of the enchanted kingdom that is
Margaret’s.

After sailing the South Pacific aboard a Friendship sloop, Jim
Rockefeller settled in Camden, raised a family, built boats and
atirplanes, and founded the Owls Head Transportation
Museum, of which he is still Chairman. [im considers The
Only House on Vinalhaven his spiritual home.
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Nights and days came and passed

And summer and winter

and the sun and the wind

and the rain,

And it was good to be a little Island.

A part of the world and a world of its own
all surrounded by the bright blue sea.

— The Liltle Island by Margaret Wise Brown (Golden MacDonald), 1946
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