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THE ARMSTRONGS COME TO MAINE

    The Armstrongs were among the first Scots-Irish families that came to Maine during the Great Migration from Northern Ireland that began in 1718. The name Armstrong could easily have been designated for various reasons in numerous locations, but certainly the most notorious and prodigious were the Armstrongs of “The Borders.” While we tend to think of the root stock of the Scots-Irish coming from the Covenanters of the Scottish Lowlands, we should not overlook the Reiver families of the Borders.
    The Borders lay along the boundary between England and Scotland. Land there is both beautiful and difficult. The terrain, sometimes described as an egg-box topography, was difficult to cultivate but ideal for ambush, and treacherous for travelers and invaders. The legions of Rome and the armies of England both struggled and failed to maintain lasting control of what became known as “the debatable land.”

    It was here that Clan Armstrong thrived and grew to be “the most feared family of the borders.” The Clan dates to at least the 12th century and could be found on both sides of the border. By the 15th century “reiving” had become a necessary way of life for many families in the war ravaged area. The reivers of Clan Armstrong earned the reputation as “able men, somewhat unruly and very ill tae tame.” It was written in England that, by the 16th century, the Armstrongs could mount 3000 fighting horsemen. When the home larders were low and a plate of spurs were served, the men new it was time again to ride.

    Raiding or reiving across the border had often been condoned or even encouraged. Stealing, blackmail and murder became common. The Union of the Crowns, however, in 1603 changed all that. Cross border raids were no longer beneficial to the Crown and the reiving ways of the border families were no longer tolerated. While some clans adapted to the new order, others resisted. The Armstrongs resisted. King James VI & I cleared the resistance from both sides of the border, destroying fortifications and hanging reiver leaders. An Armstrong Laird was executed in Edinburgh and “Lang Sandy, his 11 sons, and many others were eventually captured and hung during the “pacification” of the “Middle Shires.” Some were forced to join the Scotch Brigade and fight for the empire in the Netherlands. Many were shipped to the new “Ulster Plantation” in Northern Ireland. Still others of the Armstrong name reportedly prospered in the often violent frontier lands of Northern Ireland into the early 18th century.

     Records in New England show that James Armstrong and his family left Northern Ireland, bound for America, with the congregation of Reverend McGregor traveling in five ships with 120 families, arriving in Boston in August of 1718. While the Protestant Ulster families had been encouraged to come to New England to settle and thereby fortify and improve property values in the surrounding frontier, they were discouraged from staying in Boston and other established settlements. The Captain of the Brig “Robert” was brought up on charges that he had brought the Armstrong family “who can not give Security to indemnify the Town….”
    The “Robert proceeded with it’s passengers to Casco Bay in search of Maine frontier land. An early winter season found the Robert frozen into the ice of Falmouth (Portland) harbor. The passengers survived a grueling winter on few provisions. Land was not readily available in the town of Falmouth. Some passengers returned to other Scots-Irish settlements in New Hampshire and Massachusetts. Others, including the Armstrongs, stayed and managed to establish homes throughout the area from Biddeford to Brunswick.

    These first few Scots-Irish families were followed by many more all along the Coast of Maine, America’s Eastern Frontier. They endured the rigors of the French and Indian Wars, participated in securing eastern Maine and the maritime provinces from the claims of France, and later joined General Washington’s fight for American Independence.
    James Armstrong settled in Purpooduck, which later became a part of Falmouth. Robert Means, who also traveled to Maine aboard the Brig Robert, married  James Armstrongs’ daughter Jean. Jean Means bore 12 children who settled throughout the area of Casco Bay. She lived to be nearly 100.. The names of the families established by Jean’s children will still be familiar to many living in the area today: Means, McFarland, Maxwell, Finney (Phinney) Libby and Patten.
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