Kate Douglas Wiggin (1856-1923)

Although Kate Douglas Smith was born in Philadelphia, both her father’s and mother’s family had deep roots in Maine and New England. When Kate was three years old, her family moved to Portland and she spent most of her childhood in the village of Salmon Falls on the Hollis side of the Saco River. She attended schools in Hollis and Buxton and spent a term at the Gorham Female Seminary, which is now part of the campus of the University of Southern Maine. 

       After she became an established writer and educator, she purchased and refurbished the stately “Quillcote-on Saco” farm house which became her summer home for the last three decades of her life. The house boasts original Rufus Porter murals in an upstairs bedroom.

       Because of her step-father’s health, her family moved to California when she was 17. He died that year, leaving the family “mortgaged”. Kate looked for work, playing church organ for $15/month. In San Francisco, she trained in the progressive methods promoted by the creator of the kindergarten movement, Frederich Froebel, and started the first free experimental kindergarten in the West. In 1880, she ran a training school for teachers. She had considerable acting and musical talent and acted in various plays & entertainments to raise kindergarten funds. Later, at the Salmon Falls Library and Quillcote, she is credited with establishing the first kindergarten north of Boston. Writing children’s books and music became her way of financing her many kindergarten projects.

       In 1881, she married a lawyer, Samuel Wiggin, and after his death, married George Riggs. During her summers in Maine, she was the founder& moving spirit behind the Dorcas Society, the village Improvement Society, and other cultural activities centered in her Quillcote barn and the Bar Mills Parish House. 


      She spent winters in New York and Europe and died in England. Her ashes were scattered on the Saco River. A marker commemorating her life is erected in the South Buxton Cemetery.

       Her first of more than 20 books was published in 1873. Her works were translated in many foreign languages and some were printed for the blind in raised type. Several books were adapted for the stage, including Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm, which played in both New York and London. Rebecca was also made into a silent movie featuring the most popular actress of her day, Mary Pickford. Other well-received books included Timothy’s Quest, also made into a movie; The Bird’s Christmas Carol; and her autobiography, My Garden of Memory.

In 1904, Bowdoin College presented Wiggin with an honorary degree, only the second such degree the College had ever granted to a woman. Soon after, she founded the Society of Bowdoin Women, a social and fundraising organization. Locally, she founded the Dorcas Society in 1897 (see http://www.dorcassocietymaine.org/about.htm) and with her sister purchased a building for a library.  It was given to the Town of Hollis as the Salmon Falls Library in 1934.

       Over the years, Kate’s beloved Quillcote became a regular stop-over for many notables of the era and Kate was known for her “regular salons”, with lovely printed dinner menus. Her books promoted a love of reading and her efforts to encourage early childhood education blossomed and remains with us today. 

Kate Wiggin died on August 24th, 1923 at Harrow, England. Her family monument is in the South Buxton Cemetery and her ashes were scattered on her much loved Saco River.  While she had had no children of her own, she left behind a legacy of devotion and commitment to bettering the lives of children everywhere in her stories and life's work. Her autobiography, My Garden of Memory was published in 1923.  The historical society has a collection of her books and as the copyrights have expired they are also freely available on the internet at http://www.gutenberg.org/browse/authors/w#a266.
