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PREFACE


One of the nicest things about exploring the Maine coast is that it’s just the right size. The state’s grand waterfront is long enough at 280-some miles to be home to innumerable adventures, sights, and discoveries, but at the same time it’s small enough that it’s manageable—easy to travel and you can get to know it. If you had to, you could drive from one end to the other in five or six hours. But if you did so, you’d be missing out on so much.


If you started at Kittery and spent weeks meandering your way Down East, finally landing in Calais many days later, you’d happen upon all sorts of great stuff—waterfront restaurants, fine inns, exceptional meals, beautiful beaches, extraordinary trails, and scenery that has few rivals. And the nice thing is, if you were to return at some point and make the trip again (and of course you’re going to want to), it would be the same—and entirely different. So many changes occur in the course of even one year here—new eateries, new B&Bs, new outfitters, new outdoor opportunities—that there is always something captivating and unexpected to be found in even those places you think you know. It makes poking about this great state a never-ending pastime.


Whole generations of people have found this to be the case, returning every summer. The first “summercators” began coming here in the late 19th century to escape the heat and noise of the city. They were hooked, and the tides of visitors haven’t let up since, making this smallish state in the nation’s northeasternmost corner into “Vacationland.” Thanks to this annual influx, all the services you could need as a guest are there for you. A whole industry—one of Maine’s largest—has been built to cater to your needs.


So get out there and explore.
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


The Maine Coast—everyone has a different idea what those three words mean. To some the phrase conjures up resort communities on big white sandy beaches. To others it means little fishing villages far from the madding crowds. Still others think of it as cities like Portland or remote islands offshore. And they’re all correct—beginning with beach and ending in cliffs, the state’s coast is a rich and varied place, and it can be a lot of different things to a lot of different people.


But how exactly does one define the coast? How far inland does the term coast apply? (Maine weather forecasters, when they weren’t predicting doom and posing in their sweaters, have spent years attempting to answer these questions.) For the purposes of this book, the counties with sea frontage will be considered coastal, and they’ll be divided into five regions: South Coast, Greater Portland, Mid–coast, Acadia Area, and Down East.


Each chapter will be arranged regionally, following the coast north by east, beginning at Kittery and ending up near Quoddy. So don’t be confused when things are listed geographically rather than alphabetically. And also remember that while many people think heading to Eastport from Brunswick, say, is going north, it’s actually east. Down East, for that matter. The farther you go, the better it gets.


This book will lay out the best in sites to see, things to do, dining, lodging, kidstuff, and more. Watch for the i —those Insiders’ tips that let you in on the (shhh!) local secrets.


One of the nicer aspects about the state of Maine is that it functions like a big small town, and it also is always yielding new treasures to explorers. Doesn’t matter how many times you’ve been to Waldo County, for example; every trip will reveal something unexpected and worthwhile, making travel here endlessly fun.


Over the years, thousands upon thousands of people have decided that they just don’t want to leave when their vacation ends. Within these pages you’ll also find plenty of resources if that describes you and you’re relocating to the state. From private schools to area churches to hospitals to tax information, it’s in here.


So whether you’re on your first visit or are new Pine Tree State residents—Welcome to Maine.
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The Maine coast stretches for some 3,000 miles when all its islands and coves are included (some estimates even have it up over 5,000 miles). That’s roughly the distance from Portland to Los Angeles, so it’s no surprise that Maine is a widely varied place, beginning with miles of sandy beaches and resort communities and ending with rocky cliffs and tiny fishing villages. Along its length are a cosmopolitan city in Portland, vacation hot spots like the Kennebunks, Ogunquit, and Boothbay Harbor, suburbs like Cape Elizabeth and Falmouth, retirement meccas like Damariscotta and Topsham, enchanting islands like Monhegan, cottage communities like Bayside, national parks like Acadia, and hardscrabble Down East fishing villages like Jonesport and Lubec.


Because of this diversity, Maine means different things to different people. Some come for shopping, hitting the outlet towns of Kittery and Freeport, others for sun worshipping, setting up for vacation at a beachside motel in Old Orchard. Still others visit Maine to stay in an island inn, like the Chebeague Island Inn, to enjoy the old architecture of communities like Kennebunk and Belfast, to explore the wildlands on the shore at places like Cutler, or to kayak the isles and shoals of Muscongus Bay or Stonington.


Whatever you’re looking for—small towns or big, the outdoors, great food, fairs and festivals—you’ll surely find it here. In this chapter we’ll walk up the coast, from Kittery to Calais, discovering each community on the way.





SOUTH COAST


Kittery Area


Maine’s front door can be found in Kittery, a town most people associate with outlet shopping. The vast majority of visitors to the state drive up Interstate 95 from New Hampshire across the big green Piscataqua bridge and into this town of 9,400. Carved up a bit by highways and exits, Kittery is a pretty, old community that most people never discover, pulling off just to go to the 120 outlets that sprawl for a mile along U.S. Route 1 within view of I–95, temptingly flashing sale signs. This outlet row is where you’ll find all of the big name brands—Banana Republic, Ralph Lauren, J. Crew, Old Navy, Tommy Hilfiger, Coldwater Creek, Gap, Timberland, Eddie Bauer, Hanna Andersson, and on and on—as well as local favorite Kittery Trading Post, an outfitter to rival L.L. Bean. Some amazing deals await in town—if you can remain patient enough to navigate the crowds.


But there’s a lot more to Kittery than highways and half-priced shoes. Before the outlets arrived in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Kittery was known for its naval shipyard, which is still active on Seavey Island, spared by 2005 defense cuts. Because of its name—Portsmouth Naval Shipyard—and because of its location in Portsmouth Harbor, the yard has been the source of constant dispute between Maine and New Hampshire. (Taxes, you see. New Hampshire residents who work at the shipyard, repairing naval submarines, don’t want to pay them to Maine.) Historic documents, maps, and the state border place the yard squarely in Maine, though, and the U.S. Supreme Court agreed, ruling in the Pine Tree State’s favor when the dispute arose again a few years back. Regardless of where it is, visitors are welcome to tour the base’s museum.


Kittery is also home to Kittery Point, one of scads of historic neighborhoods in the South Coast but with legitimate claims to being the oldest (York, just up the road, would argue, though). Kittery was settled in 1623 and has the architecture to prove it. Many distinctive colonials sit along the water in Kittery Point, some of which are owned by commuters who work in Boston, about an hour away. There are a couple neat old forts here, which once protected Portsmouth Harbor, as well as a pleasant strand down at Seapoint Beach, and a section of the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge, an estuarine sanctuary for beasts but especially for migrating birds.


Inland from Kittery are the Eliots and the Berwicks, picturesque old communities that have north and south sections and sit on the Pis-cataqua River. Once shipbuilding and farming towns, they now have a suburban cast to them and send residents to work in Portsmouth, Portland, and Boston.


The Yorks


Many Maine towns are divided into villages—North Everytown, South Everytown, etc.—and are thus referred to in the plural, but the Yorks take the cake. Mark Twain used to spend a lot of time here, and he once quipped that you couldn’t throw a brick in any direction without it hitting a postmaster. That’s because there’s one in York Village, York Harbor, York Beach, and Cape Neddick, all distinctly different villages and all in the town of York.


York is the first real beach community one comes to driving north in Maine, with four stretches of sands reaching out to embrace the cold waters of the Atlantic. About 13,000 people now call the area home, and the population quadruples come June with the arrival of all the summer people and tourists. This population swell is most evident in York Beach, which has the densely packed cottages, the taffy and T-shirt shops, the carousel, the arcades, the amusement park, the zoo, and the other sorts of superficial amusements you find in such places.


York Beach is a world away from York Village, the earliest chartered town in Maine (always challenging Kittery for the title). York Village was founded as Georgeana in 1640, taking its name from Sir Ferdinando Gorges, who governed the area on behalf of the king of England. (It was renamed in 1652.) The architecture here is pure early American, with pretty gables and white clapboards everywhere, and the town has had the good sense to preserve it. About 50 buildings are listed on the National Register of Historic Places (a spooky old cemetery, the Old York Burying Ground, said to be haunted, holds the remains of many of their first residents). There are enough historic sites open to the public—the Old York Gaol (ca. 1653), the Old Schoolhouse (1745), the Emerson-Wilcox House (ca. 1740), and the Perkins House (1730)—to occupy a few afternoons.


i For an inside look at a community, there’s no better resource than the local paper. Most coastal communities in Maine have a weekly paper that details all the issues concerning residents, and it’s usually published on Thursday. Find out more in the “Weekly Newspapers” section of the Arts and Entertainment chapter.


York Harbor, likewise, wears its history well, only it was developed in an entirely different era, the late 19th century, when wealthy summercators discovered this shipbuilding center and began to transform it into a resort. Several neighborhoods of tidy Victorian cottages line lanes on the way down to the waterfront, and a lot of new summer places, part of the development boom York County has seen in the past few decades, are tightly squeezed in beside them. Between the two of them, York Harbor and York Village house much of the area’s services, shops, and restaurants. Cape Neddick, also home to its share of old houses and cottages, is best known for Cape Neddick Light, affectionately known around town as the Nubble (see the Lighthouses chapter).


Ogunquit and Wells


Like many of the other resort communities on the South Coast, Ogunquit was built around its beach, which some claim is Maine’s finest. Its broad white sands cover more than 3 miles, and there’s rarely a day when someone isn’t out on them. Native Americans were the first to recognize the very obvious appeal of the strand, coming to frolic in the surf and giving Ogunquit its name, which means “beautiful place by the sea.” Vacationers haven’t let up since, regularly flocking here and overwhelming the 1,200 souls who call the town home.


The community has three principal areas: the beach itself; Perkins Cove, a fishing village on a narrow inlet at the south side of town that’s been consumed by restaurants and boutiques; and downtown Ogunquit, a walkable Main Street of still more shops, inns, and eateries. A dozen art galleries can be found in town, testament to the community’s rich history as an art colony, and there is an excellent local art museum as well as a summer theater that has welcomed some of Hollywood’s biggest names over the years.


But it all started with the beach. Locals have made an effort to preserve the sanctity of these sands, and they’ve done a good job, keeping development several steps behind the grassy dunes at the edge of the beach. If you stand on the beach, back to town, all you see is glorious sea and surf, a wilderness of water. Lifeguards patrol in summer, when the sands are absolutely thronged with bikinis, umbrellas, beach balls, crying babies, coolers, and several acres of towels and blankets. Access is via Beach Street, right in the village, where there are changing rooms and restrooms; at Footbridge Beach, which is just north of downtown, and at Moody Beach, which is reached via Wells. All tend to be busy on a hot day—come early if you want a spot.


Perkins Cove, a mile down the coast, gets hopping, too, and parking is famously difficult at this little harbor. It’s still a working waterfront—with Maine’s only footpath drawbridge—but the activities of the local lobstermen based here have been eclipsed by all the boutiques and restaurants that have been retrofitted into old fishing shacks. Perkins Cove is connected to the rest of Ogunquit by the fantastic 1-mile walking path called the Marginal Way, which traverses rocks and shore, overlooking the open ocean and with benches set up to enjoy the view. Paved and very easy going, the walkway is used by many people to get between town and cove, rather than trying to drive on congested Route 1. Some like to jump down to the tide pools below, others have a seat and survey the sea, and still others power walk while enjoying the views. The going is almost always elbow to elbow in midsummer. Best to show up early or late.


Marginal Way deposits you in downtown Ogunquit, a place of inns, B&Bs, resorts, restaurants, and hustle and bustle all crowded around a three-way intersection at the center of town. The community has become known as a gay-friendly place through the decades, with many businesses run by same-sex couples.


Like several other Maine towns, Ogunquit was “discovered” by artists in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, and once word got around, it became a veritable creative colony with some of the nation’s biggest names in residence during the summer. The first to start throwing paint around here was Charles Woodbury, who arrived in Perkins Cove in 1888, calling it an “artist’s paradise.” Other painters were similarly impressed, and over the course of the next several decades he was joined by Walt Kuhn, Peggy Bacon, Elihu Vedder, Hamilton Easter Field, Yasuo Kuniyoshi, and Henry Strater. Their parties and hijinks were legendary. Strater would go on to found the Ogunquit Museum of American Art, a superb collection of works by these and other American greats, with a fine view of the water.


Ogunquit once was actually a village in the greater municipality of Wells, another beach town a few miles up Route 1 with a population of about 10,000. The pair split in 1980, and it’s easy to see why, because they have very different personalities. While Ogunquit is relatively walkable and compact, Wells is a long, several-mile strip with no real town center. Like the one in Ogunquit, though, the town’s beach is impressive—some 7 miles long. Also on the waterfront, sort of at odds with the Coppertone zone to its south and the commercial district to its north, are a couple of marshy spots dear to nature lovers and birds—the Wells National Estuarine Research Reserve and the Rachel Carson National Wildlife Refuge (see the Green Space chapter).


Over the years Wells has become famous as a go-to place for antiques and used books, and some of the goods are even affordable. In more recent years, a couple of factory outlets have located here as well.


The kennebunks


In high summer the Kennebunks—the name given to the villages of Kennebunk, Kennebunk-port, Arundel, Cape Porpoise, and Goose Rocks—are as busy as Maine communities come. The population of 14,000 here probably quadruples in July and August as tourists, summer residents, and beach fans arrive to play on the wide sandy beaches, swim in the surf, shop boutiques, dine at some of Maine’s best restaurants, stay in fun old inns, head out deep-sea fishing and whale watching, and maybe even catch a glimpse of the Bush family, who have summered here for ages.


The layout of the Kennebunks proves confusing to some as many people are unaware that Kennebunk has a waterfront. Because the town of Kennebunk Beach is closer to Kennebunkport than it is to the brick-lined downtown of Kennebunk, many people assume that it’s part of the ‘Port. Just remember that the Kennebunk River serves as the border between towns, and you’ll know where you are. Better still to think of the place as one community, because that’s largely how it functions.


The first European on the scene was likely Bartholomew Gosnold in 1602 or Martin Pring in 1603. Kennebunkport was settled a couple of decades later in 1629, Kennebunk in 1650, and in 1653 Kennebunkport incorporated as Maine’s fifth town. This part of what is now Maine was particularly hard-hit during the French and Indian Wars, enduring many Indian attacks, but the colonists persevered, and in 1730 the community entered a prosperous time of shipbuilding. By the 19th century there were six shipyards along this stretch of coast, which combined to launch some 640 vessels. Trade with the West Indies was particularly important, and the seagoing success of these twin towns fueled a building boom of gracious sea captains’ homes. (Kennebunk has more than 150 structures on the National Register of Historic Places and there’s a fantastic walking tour of the finest streets.) Few Maine towns can rival its colonial revival and late Victorian architecture.


Tourism has been at the forefront of the economies of Kennebunk and Kennebunkport since at least the turn of the 20th century, when the Kennebunkport Sea Shore Company decided to position the community as a trendy summer resort the likes of Newport or Rhode Island. According to local historian Joyce Butler, the company saw to it that the place was kept neat and tidy, promoted it to the world, and attracted people in droves. Among the newcomers was the Walker family, who purchased the spit of land on Cape Arundel known as Damon’s Park and Flying Point in the early years of the 20th century. The Walkers built a summer complex there that became known as Walker Point and was the summer playground for the young George Herbert Walker Bush, who’d go on to become the 41st president of the United States. Though not as popular as a tourist site now as it was during the first Bush presidency, Walker Point is still the subject of a lot of photographs and gawking—it’s easily seen from Ocean Avenue—especially when word comes down that George Walker Bush, the 43rd president, is paying it a visit, which he may be doing more often these days. Why people bother is a good question, because the whole community is awash with Secret Servicemen, who, while just doing their job, make it difficult for everyday folks to travel from place to place.


The Kennebunks have quite the history of the famous and fortunate. The area became a popular retreat for artists, and several world-renowned authors have lived or summered here. The best known of these is probably Kenneth Roberts, a historical novelist and legendary curmudgeon who was born in Kennebunk and lived at Kennebunk Beach. His books of colonial and Revolutionary America—among them Rabble in Arms, Arundel, Oliver Wiswell, and Northwest Passage—were huge sellers in their day. Roberts can attribute some of his success to his friend, Pulitzer Prize–winning writer Booth Tarkington, who summered in Kennebunkport and helped the younger writer with his narrative structure.


Today many of the old homes in the Kennebunks have become inns and restaurants, and Dock Square, the small town center, has become a tourist haven with shops and boutiques and businesses hot for the summer dollars.


Biddeford and Saco


The twin cities of Biddeford and Saco stare across the Saco River at one another, and though they are distinctly different communities, their destinies have been entwined since the two were established in the 1630s. The larger of the pair, Biddeford has long been a manufacturing center, with Saco a more residential area. Neither has been a particularly big tourist draw, relative to the resorts to the south and Old Orchard Beach to the north, but each has its own summer enclave in Biddeford Pool and Camp Ellis. If visitors would take the time to explore a bit, they’d find enough to keep them occupied for a few days. Ferry Beach State Park, Saco Museum, the Saco Heath, and Camp Ellis Beach are in Saco, and the University of New England and East Point Sanctuary, and a cool museum in the streets walking tour are in Biddeford.


The English explored the Saco area when Captain John Smith sailed by in 1614 and took a look-see. Two years later, Sir Ferdinando Gorges sent the itinerant Richard Vines across the sea to do some prospecting in the area he had been granted. Homes started going up in 1630 or so, and the river and the village on its northside was originally called Pepperellboro, after Sir William Pepperrell, a large landowner. The name was changed in 1805 to Saco, after what the indigenous people called the Sawacatucke, which meant “burnt pine.”


Factories emerged with the onset of the industrial age, and soon an ironworks was forging on the Saco side of the river. This development was followed by textile mills in Biddeford, which drew a large in-migration of French-Canadian workers. The twin cities have been a manufacturing center since, and many of the current 22,000 inhabitants of Biddeford can claim a Franco heritage. With a newly renovated theater downtown and some mills filled with upscale arts and retail, the gritty center is trying to change its image.


Old Orchard Beach


If your idea of fun is suntanning in a skimpy Speedo, playing arcade games, entering bikini contests, riding Ferris wheels, or shopping for two-dollar shot glasses, Old Orchard Beach is your kind of place—and you’re in good company. The honky-tonk atmosphere of the town reels in vacationers in summer, making it into what might be Maine’s largest city. Some 100,000 fun seekers have been known to be in town on any given weekend in August, turning the 7-mile beach here into one giant carnival. Fanning out from the old pier in the center of town are scores of hotels, motels, condos, pizza stands, and fried seafood shacks, as well as an arcade and an amusement park. You’ll look a long time for parking and will probably never find the stand of apple trees that gave the town its name.


That orchard used to be a landmark to sailors, sitting high up above the beach. One of the first European settlers to see it was an Englishman named Thomas Rogers, who set up residence here in 1657, calling the place Garden by the Sea. He was rather quickly burned out by the Native Americans already living there. The territory here was considered part of the town of Saco until the 1880s, when it was incorporated and named Old Orchard (the Beach was added later). By then it was already a summer mecca. Back in 1837 an entrepreneurial gentleman named Staples had begun taking summer boarders on his farm for $1.50 a week, and his enterprise did well enough that he built the first inn in town. In 1847 trains began running from Boston to Portland right through Old Orchard’s backyard, and that led to the development of a restaurant selling shore dinners. Six years later a connecting train was added to the route, bringing large numbers of Canadians down from Montreal. A resort was born.


After the Civil War things really started to boom, with trolley service to Saco and better train access. By the turn of the 20th century, Old Orchard had many of the same amusements that it does today, with roller skating, a merry-go-round and other rides, games of chance, and refreshment stands sprouting along the beach. A disastrous fire set things back a bit in 1907, but by the 1920s everything was rip-roaring again, with Guy Lombardo and Duke Ellington bringing their big-band acts to play for the masses.


And still they come. The 475-foot pier on the site today was built in 1980, and you can often hear French being spoken upon it in midsummer as Canadians continue to pour in for fun in the sun. The town has been attempting to broaden its appeal a bit by getting rid of some of the seedier elements that have crept in over the years and by adding beautifying things like flowers and landscaping in a quest to get families here.


There’s certainly plenty to do. Old Orchard boasts Maine’s largest waterslide, a gondola Ferris wheel and a roller coaster, championship miniature golf, championship real golf, Jet Ski rentals, parasailing, live music, karaoke, and more. Accommodations number in the hundreds, running the gamut from double-deck motels a la the Alouette Beach Resort to slightly more refined options like the Old Orchard Beach Inn, an 18-room hostelry that dates to 1730 and is on the National Register of Historic Places. And there are plenty of places to find eats as well. As Maine goes, Old Orchard is one of a kind.


GREATER PORTLAND


Mainers like to joke that the nice thing about Portland is that it’s so close to Maine. The state’s largest city is so much more cosmopolitan and urban than anywhere else Down East that it seems almost like another place—the metropolitan area here accounts for about a quarter of the population of the state. But there’s actually still a lot of Maine left in it. First, the Portland Peninsula is small enough—just 3 miles across—that it’s walkable and compact enough that it functions almost like a very big small town. People still know each other here.


Second, fishing remains a staple in the economy in Portland, just as it does in much of Maine. The waterfront is a working one, and the city’s 64,000 residents have voted in the past to keep it that way, to keep the hip boots in and the high-rises out. Tourism long ago established a beachhead—vacationers flock to DiMillo’s Floating Restaurant, to shops on the city side of Commercial Street, and to whale-watch boats—but it’s still a fairly real place. In recent years, there’s been talk of replacing the old Bath Iron Works dry docks, the victims of shipbuilding consolidation, with a hotel, but it hasn’t happened yet.


The city also shares the architectural appeal of the rest of the state, being a treasure trove of Victoriana. The peninsula burned twice over the centuries, once during a punishing Revolutionary War bombardment and again as the result of a 19th-century warehouse fire. Many blocks were rebuilt immediately after that conflagration, so there are streets and streets lined with pretty old Victorian brick buildings, especially in the 6 blocks of the Old Port.


So with the sea, the fishermen, the smalltown vibe, and the historic facade, the city remains rooted in Maine traditions even if people these days walk around with video phones and pink hair.


The first settlers in the area arrived in 1623. A gentleman by the name of Christopher Levett built a stone house on nearby Hog Island, but he returned to England to encourage others to come join him in this place he called Quack (from Casco, perhaps?), and whether he ever came back no one knows. After him came the notorious George Cleeve, who arrived in the 1630s, gained a small mandate from the patent holder of the area, and soon had tyrannical control over Casco Bay and its environs. He held onto it tightly until about 1658, when the district of Maine came under the control of Massachusetts and his influence waned.


In the years after Cleeve, the community here grew and prospered until a series of devastating Indian attacks emptied the town. When Samuel Moody was granted permission to set up a garrison here by the Massachusetts government, the site began to develop again, and soon it became an important port for trade with the West Indies and for shipbuilding.


The Revolutionary War years were tough on Portland, then called Falmouth. Locals were none too impressed with the British and their Stamp Act and threw their lot in with the Continental Congress and its militias. One fateful day, when a British sloop appeared in Casco Bay, a group of Mainers captured the vessel’s captain, a man named Mowatt, and accused him of espionage. He was eventually released and would return to the city—with a vengeance. Mowatt came back on October 16, 1775, with four warships, and, when the colonists refused to give up their arms, he mercilessly opened fire, raining bombs. Remarkably no one was killed—despite Mowatt’s order to “remove all human specie from the town”—but Falmouth was effectively wiped out. Two thousand people were left to face the oncoming winter homeless; 414 buildings were destroyed.


Though their town was a heap of wreckage, 700 people stayed on to rebuild, and by the 1780s the city—then known by its current name—was back in business, a hive of commercial activity. Portland became one of the largest cities in the young nation and boomed all the way up to the Civil War. During that conflict the staunchly abolitionist city sent 5,000 of its 25,000 residents to join the Union cause.


And then it burned again, this time due to a fire that began in a boat shop before sweeping across the peninsula. In this 1866 fire, little was spared. Most public buildings, many businesses, and scads of homes went up in a blaze worse than the 1775 bombardment. The city vowed to rebuild and did so with help from the rest of the nation. Many of the finest structures in town date back to this late-19th-century period of reconstruction, and there is enough of them that National Geographic Traveler called Portland’s downtown one of the top historic places in the world.


This architecture, the surrounding sea, and the pleasant way of life in Portland have attracted all sorts of comers and earned accolades from countless magazines (the latest nods come from U.S. News & World Report, which called the city one of the best places to retire and Organic Gardening, which listed it among the nation’s greenest cities). Portland has long been known as the Forest City, and while it’s too developed now to have the kind of foliage it once did, it is still surprisingly green and pleasant, especially in its northernmost half. Parks sit on both flanks, overlooking Casco Bay and the harbor—the Eastern Promenade on one side and the Western Promenade on the other—and there are several woodsy areas spread about. The setting is further enhanced by the fact that the city is not even an hour and a half from Boston and less than that to the White Mountains, so getaways are easy.


But there’s certainly enough to keep you busy here. In the past decade the city has been transforming Congress Street, the heart of the downtown and once Portland’s principal retail corridor, into an arts district, anchored on one end by City Hall, home of Merrill Auditorium and the Portland Symphony Orchestra, and on the other by the I. M. Pei–designed Portland Museum of Art. In between are the Maine College of Art, the Maine Historical Society, the boyhood home of poet Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, several galleries, and a number of clubs, restaurants, and shops.


Retail has moved in large part to the Maine Mall in South Portland and, a few blocks down from Congress Street, to the Old Port, the distinctive shopping district retrofitted into old ship chandleries and Victorian warehouses just up from the waterfront. Six blocks of boutiques, specialty shops, and watering holes are located along the cobblestoned streets of the Old Port, and there are still more local establishments than chain stores among them. Portland is all about food—people like to say there are more restaurants per capita here than anywhere else in the country, save San Francisco—and this district is where a great many of them can be found.


The narrow, historic streets of the Old Port give way to Commercial Street and the waterfront, where boats come and go constantly and where the ferries that provide access to Casco


Bay’s famed Calendar Islands (so named because there are allegedly more than 365 of them, one for every day). Several of these islands, such as Peaks and Long, have year-round populations, with people commuting across the bay on a daily basis and returning to their quiet seaside homes at night.


South of the city are the towns of Scarborough and Cape Elizabeth, which, are both largely suburban areas that boast beaches and shopping centers. Scarborough begins to the west at Scarborough Marsh, a fantastic estuarine area that’s the site of a popular Audubon sanctuary, and it ends in the congestion, chaos, and commercialism of the Maine Mall area near South Portland. Some of the state’s best beaches line Scarborough’s eastern front, which is also where Prouts Neck, a very exclusive summer community made famous by Winslow Homer, is located. Cape Elizabeth likewise has its own beaches as well as a pair of exceedingly popular state parks—Two Lights and Fort Williams. The latter is adjacent to Portland Head Light, Maine’s best-known lighthouse.


South Portland, usually thought of as little more than a mall explosion, thanks to rampant chain development at the Maine Mall, is actually an interesting city with a personality all its own. With a population of about 23,000, it is Maine’s fourth-largest urban area (behind Portland, Lewiston-Auburn, and Bangor) and is a diverse mix of industry, retail, and residential areas. Most of its appealing features are on the opposite side of the city from the scores of stores at the mall, where visitors will find a compact and attractive downtown, a network of greenways, Southern Maine Community College, Willard Beach, and Spring Point Ledge Light.


North of the city are the communities of Falmouth, Cumberland, and Yarmouth, each of which has a waterfront section of expensive homes and a more rural inland half. Housing development has been going great guns since the 1980s in all four, making way for more and more commuters. And to the west is the mill town of Westbrook, where the Sappi paper mill belches smoke from its location above the Presumpscot River. Much of the rest of the state’s fifth biggest city is a mix of quiet suburban streets, big office buildings, and industrial park zones. Downtown Westbrook has enjoyed a renaissance of late, with an influx of arty businesses and restaurants.


Freeport


Usually getting cold feet puts an end to something, but in Freeport a pair of soggy boots was just the beginning. Leon Leonwood Bean went hunting one fateful afternoon and, not happy with his footwear, conjured up a design in his head. The Maine Hunting Shoe, better known as the “Bean boot,” was launched in 1911, and the company Bean founded to sell them has never looked back, establishing a presence on Main Street in Freeport in its early years and leaving the door unlocked since. In these days of corporate scandals and cheap Chinese goods, the story of L.L. Bean is quite refreshing. From day one the young entrepreneur unconditionally guaranteed his products, most of which were hand-stitched on the premises, and he made customer service and shopping satisfaction the backbone of the company. It was—and still is—open 24 hours a day, every day, and it’s filled with employees who know their stuff. (The company is one of the biggest catalog retailers in the world to boot.) You can still bring those old, hole-ridden Bean boots back with no questions asked—You Have Our Word.


Since the 1980s this great anchor store has attracted dozens of major retailers to downtown Freeport, creating one of the biggest outlet towns in the country. You want Anne Klein, Polo, North Face, and Banana Republic? You’ve got them, all in a pleasant downtown where you can walk rather than drive around. It may be a mall, for all intents and purposes, but it’s all packaged up like a Maine village and is pleasant to walk around. That is, if you can find a place to park your car.


The 7,800 current residents of Freeport get a little tired of their community being defined by shopping (they should have thought of that when they let the stores flood in to begin with), and there is admittedly a lot more to the town. First, it has an important place in Maine history—the papers that granted Maine statehood, certifying the split between Maine and Massachusetts, were signed in Freeport’s Jameson’s Tavern, which is now a restaurant (right near L.L. Bean). Second, it’s a coastal community, a fact about which 90 percent of its visitors are probably unaware. South Freeport feels about as far from the bargain-bin bonanza as you could imagine, a genuine fishing village with a hardy lobster fleet and lobster in the rough available at Harraseeket Lunch and Lobster Company.


Down on the waterfront is where you’ll also find a trio of fine parks. Wolfe’s Neck Woods State Park is the largest, a 233-acre forest along the edge of Casco Bay. Then there’s Winslow Memorial Park, a 90-acre, town-owned oasis on the bay in South Freeport with a small beach and picnic area. The third park is Mast Landing Sanctuary, a 140-acre site owned by the Nature Conservancy. Once a source of trees for Royal Navy masts, it’s now a preserve well known for birding. There’s a popular walking trail that clocks in at a little over a mile and a half.


On the north side of town is a real curiosity. People drive by the sign for Desert Road in Freeport all the time without thinking much of it. In fact there is a genuine expanse of sand in town, a tourist attraction known as the Desert of Maine that’s just enough of a hoot to make it worthy of your time. A 300-acre farm until 1797, the site was overgrazed and overcleared until the topsoil had eroded completely away, revealing a sandy base. Now it looks like the Middle East, with vast sands and rolling dunes. Where there’s an odd landmark, there are sure to be souvenirs, and that’s the case here, too. A gift shop and information center on the premises will fill all your needs.


MIDCOAST


Brunswick


Brunswick is the state’s largest town and dwarfs many of its cities, with 21,700 residents. (Population doesn’t determine whether a community is a city or town in Maine; the type of municipal government does.) It sits at the point where Route 1 and I–295 diverge and has become a commercial and cultural center for the Midcoast. Two great institutions have come to define the town and have made the world at large aware of Brunswick, Maine—Bowdoin College and Brunswick Naval Air Station (BNAS).


Each has influenced the way the town has grown, Bowdoin and its 1,500 students have kept the downtown vibrant, and the navy and all its personnel helped spawn the retail development of Cooks Corner, an outpost of shopping centers on the eastern side of town.


Founded in 1794 as the first institution of higher learning in Maine, Bowdoin College has a long and rich history, filled with personalities of statewide, regional, and national note. Counted among its alumni are many of the most prominent Mainers of the past 300 years—from Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, to Civil War hero Joshua Chamberlain, to Arctic explorer Robert Peary, to Olympian Joan Benoit Samuelson, to distinguished senators and U.S. leaders including William Cohen and George Mitchell. A dozen Maine governors were educated here, as were writer Nathaniel Hawthorne, U.S. President Franklin Pierce, poet Robert Tristram Coffin, and scads of other national figures. The 110-acre campus itself is leafy and pleasant, with all the ivy and brick and granite a top-shelf liberal arts school is supposed to have and with a stand of pines that are among the oldest in the state. Many Brunswick residents have been known to take their lunch at the campus cafe and to use the bookstore as well. There are a pair of very good museums that are also open to the public (see Attractions chapter).


From Bowdoin’s campus it’s a half-mile walk down Maine Street, past the picture-perfect town green, to the center of Brunswick, several brick-lined blocks. This commercial corridor is the second-widest avenue in any New England town (behind Keene, New Hampshire), and the shops and restaurants here have a vitality to them that many other Maine downtowns have lost, thanks to all the students and the tourists who replace them in the summer. In the neighborhoods behind Maine Street are block after block of classic white-clapboard homes and pretty churches—138 buildings are in the National Register’s Federal Street Historic District. At the end of Maine Street opposite Bowdoin, there is old Fort Andross, a mill building on the Androscoggin River.


For the impact it has on the local economy and for the number of pilots and sailors stationed just up the road from the shopping plazas of Cooks Corner, Brunswick Naval Station is a relatively quiet presence. And it’s soon to get quieter—in 2005 BNAS was marked for closure by the Department of Defense. The base is the last active-duty airfield in the Northeast and the second-largest employer in Maine, with almost 5,000 people working there at its height, so the community is scrambling to figure out what to do next.


Across the tumbling Androscoggin River from Brunswick is Topsham (pop. 9,100), known for neighborhoods of attractive old homes and rampant development in the 1980s and 1990s. Shopping centers dominate one end of town, and they just seem to keep spawning more stores. Civic leaders have made efforts to keep the historic vibe downtown afforded by the homes on Elm Street and by the big Topsham Mill, now an office complex, by establishing a village center and by putting in a park. Shipbuilding and textiles were the main industries here in centuries past; today it’s a bedroom to much bigger Brunswick.


Brunswick is also the jumping-off point to get to the magnificent Harpswells (pop. 6,000), eight distinct villages linked by bridges on an archipelago of 45 islands. The best known are Orr’s and Bailey’s Islands, popular cottage colonies exquisitely sited on Casco Bay. This is where you’ll find a unique granite cribwork that lets the sea pass through, a curious span that’s on the National Register of Historic Places. Cundy’s Harbor is another Harpswell stunner, a fishing village on the briny New Meadows River.


Bath


Like its southerly neighbor Brunswick, Bath relies heavily on Defense Department dollars. While many Maine towns used to be shipbuilding centers, Bath still is one—and in a very large way. Navy contracts keep massive cranes and some 5,700 shipbuilders busy in the city on the banks of the Kennebec River. At any given time, big destroyers will be parked in the river, in full view of Route 1 motorists passing by on the tall and imposing Bath Bridge.


It’s said that nearly half of the ships built in the United States in the second half of the 19th century were built in Bath. Today most of the shipbuilding in the city takes part at Bath Iron Works, founded in 1889. The yard lords over Bath, sprawling in a tangle of industrial buildings and high-rise–size cranes for about a mile along the Kennebec. At the moment BIW, a subsidiary of General Dynamics, is cranking out Aegis-class destroyers. Huge crowds turn out for launches in the summer.


You can learn all about the history of shipbuilding in Bath just up the road at the excellent Maine Maritime Museum (see Attractions chapter). Farther down the road from the museum is the Popham Peninsula, home of exceedingly popular Popham Beach. On a peninsula opposite Popham is another favorite beach at Reid State Park in Georgetown.


But there’s more to the City of Ships than huge vessels. The community of 10,000 has a cool, historic downtown, which Mel Gibson fans might recognize from his 1993 movie The Man Without a Face, and some of the state’s finest architecture in its armada of old sea captains’ homes. The city is also something of a cultural center with its museums, excellent library, a handful of good restaurants, and the whimsical Chocolate Church, a gothic-spired former Congregational Church that is indeed painted chocolate brown and hosts a slate of concerts, dances, and arts shows.


Wiscasset


In recent years, Wiscasset has become known for its traffic tie-ups—they can go on for miles and miles on a hot August afternoon. But it would rather be known as the Prettiest Village in Maine, as a sign on Route 1 just below the village claims; some other communities like, say, Castine or Belfast, Monhegan or Stonington, might have a legitimate right to argue, there’s no denying that Wiscasset (pop. 3,600), stacked up on a hill overlooking the Sheepscot River, is a good-looking place.


The downtown is pleasant, from the church and courthouse on a slight rise above Main Street to the rows of Victorian-era brick buildings that line it. Antiques stores fill many of them. But the really pretty parts of town are the neighborhoods that fan out from the town center. Many fine Federal and Greek Revival homes can be found here, once owned by the sea captains and merchants who flourished in the 19th century when Wiscasset was one of the largest shipbuilding centers north of Boston. Several small historic homes and history museums are popular draws in summer, and the town has made a name for itself as an antiques hot spot. An underappreciated gem of a park, Fort Edgecomb sits across the Davey Bridge in Edgecomb with great picnic grounds on a Sheepscot cove.


For decades the eyesore of the Maine Yankee nuclear power plant detracted mightily from this prettiest village, but it has since been removed. The town certainly enjoyed the taxes back when the plant was pumping out electricity, but it’s making do thanks to all of the tourist dollars that wind up here, sucked in by the downtown—home of a pair of notable Midcoast eateries, Sarah’s and Red’s Eats—and to the businesses that line the approach to it on Route 1.


Just inland from Wiscasset are a pair of tiny communities that would hold their own in a prettiest village contest, Sheepscot and Head Tide, the latter in Alna, a fine pastoral town of hills and meadows on the Sheepscot River.


Boothbay Harbor


Boothbay Harbor was among the first places to be settled in Maine, and it’s easy to see why people would have chosen to set up on this peninsula between the Damariscotta and Sheepscot Rivers. One of the deeper inlets on the coast, it is a very pretty place—that is, if you’re standing on the harbor with your back to the land and looking out toward far away Damariscove Island, where those fishermen laid their claim before being driven off by Native Americans. If you turn around, you’ll see the result of decades of barely restrained development, which in high season can turn the town into one big madding crowd.


Boothbay Harbor (pop. 2,347) has long been a resort community, one of the most popular in Maine. Shops, galleries, restaurants, B&Bs, and motels all fight for space downtown, and for anyone interested in shopping, day sailing, minigolf, or seafood, this is the place to be. (There is a wicked cool bowling alley, Romar Bowling Lanes, housed in a log cabin on the water, that’s right out of a movie, established in 1946.) Where there isn’t a motel in Boothbay Harbor there’s a T-shirt shop. The harbor still has a fleet of lobstermen who try to eke out a living among all the pleasure craft and hurly-burly, and it is also home to Cap’n Fish’s cruises, which are near legendary for whale watching and deep-sea fishing at this point (see the On the Ocean chapter). Many people enjoy strolling out onto Boothbay’s famous 1,000-foot footbridge across the harbor to watch all the comings and goings.


If the throngs get to you, find one of the Boothbay Region Land Trust’s excellent preserves. The busy conservationists have acquired 1,700 acres in the Boothbay region for use by the public and wildlife and turned them into 15 preserves. Some are woodsy, some are riverine—all are welcome after the bustle of the harbor. Or try visiting East Boothbay or Ocean Point, relaxed enclaves of summer homes.


The area was popular among fishermen from the get-go. They set up on Damariscove Island in the early 1600s, and year-rounders were here by the latter half of that century but were driven out by Indians. By 1729 white folks returned, in the form of 60 Scotch-Irish settlers, who called their neighborhood Townsend. Over the centuries residents here did a lot of fishing, even some whaling, and tried their hands at farming and woodcutting, too, supplying Boston with timber for a time. Shipbuilding was another profit maker, and in the late 1800s ice making and sardine canning were big. And while fishing remained a constant, and continues to this day, tourism has eclipsed just about everything else.


Damariscotta


The name of this community of 2,100, tucked alongside the Damariscotta River just below Route 1, has proven to be a tongue twister for many Maine visitors. The Abnakis named Damariscotta for the number of alewives they found in the river here. (The tiny herring still run in great numbers in springtime—you could walk across their backs, so numerous are they as they swim upstream—and are fun to watch in Damariscotta Mills. Ask around.) If you want to avoid embarrassment, pronounce it “Dam-uh-ri-Scott-uh.” The small town of Newcastle is just across the river, and many people don’t know where one begins and the other ends, so closely are the villages entwined.


Downtown Damariscotta is a historic village of well-preserved blocks that span the 19th century, and in its redbrick buildings are a mixture of tourist-oriented boutiques; good old Maine staples like Reny’s, a discount department store; and a handful of restaurants. (The town is becoming known as an antiques hot spot, too.) Damariscotta is a service center for much of Lincoln County and has some cultural attractions as well, like the Round Top Center for the Arts.


Just inland from the saltwater Damariscotta River is Great Salt Bay, a broad swath of brine, and Damariscotta Lake, a long, skinny freshwater body ringed with cottages. The Damariscotta Shell Heaps are the famous site of ancient Abnaki oyster feasts, and a few years back the exceptional local conservation organization the Damariscotta River Association made a park in the area, a fantastic place for long walks in bayside meadows.


Pemaquid Peninsula


Damariscotta is the gateway town to the Pemaquid Peninsula, a long point of land that reaches down to the water like a lobster claw. Two towns, Bristol and South Bristol, occupy the largest part of the peninsula, and they are divided into a half dozen villages. There’s Walpole, which is hardly recognizable as its own entity, save for the Old Walpole Meetinghouse, a beautiful municipal gathering place built in 1772, and Bristol proper, a nifty community of older homes at the base of the Pemaquid River. Farther along are Round Pond, a summer colony that wraps around a cove on the east side of the peninsula; Christmas Cove, another enclave of vacation homes, which was “discovered” by Captain John Smith on Christmas Day in 1614; and the fishing village of New Harbor, which has a couple of great lobster wharves where you can grab some crustaceans fresh off the boats. Everyone loves the swinging bridge in South Bristol, which turns 45 degrees to make way for lobster boats passing through what is known as the Gut.


The real treat down in these parts, though, is Pemaquid itself, site of Pemaquid Light, Colonial Pemaquid, Fort William Henry, and Pemaquid Beach. The area practically drips with history, and Fort William Henry, a replica of a 1692 garrison that was originally built to beat back the Indians, the French, and a few pirates, too, is a good place to start looking for it. It has truly great vistas of Johns Bay. Not a quarter mile away is the Colonial Pemaquid Museum and a semipermanent archaeological site (see Attractions chapter).


Around the corner is one of the few sand beaches in the Midcoast, Pemaquid Beach, which arcs for 575 glorious yards on Johns Bay (see Beaches chapter). And no visit to Pemaquid would be complete without a walk on the rocks of Pemaquid Point. With fantastic views of the open Atlantic and of one of Maine’s more distinctive lighthouses, it’s a great place to picnic or smooch. Watch out during storms, though, because huge waves have been known to carry people off here.


Waldoboro


Waldoboro is one of the most underappreciated of Maine’s towns, though its residents are probably happy about this fact. People typically cruise through on a fairly unattractive stretch of Route 1, full of convenience stores, pawnshops, and discount cigarette shops, and then stop at the top of the hill at now legendary Moody’s Diner (see Restaurants chapter) for a bite before pushing on. That’s a shame, because there’s a lot more to this town of 5,000 than great pie and gas pumps.


Waldoboro was settled by a colony of Germans who migrated here before the Revolutionary War at the invitation of General Samuel Waldo, whose name the community bears. The good Saxons—40 families—thought that they were going to be settling in a prosperous city and were sorely disappointed to find only a raw pine forest at the head of the Medomak River. They persevered through rough winters and clashes with Indians and built the community they were looking for. The most obvious signs of this history are the Old German Meetinghouse, a fine structure that dates to the 1770s and still has its original box pews, and the nearby Old German Cemetery, where there are graves dating back to those early settlers.


Over the years Waldoboro became known as a shipbuilding center, and an industry was built around the incredible run of alewives, those small anadromous fish from the herring family. Today a lot of people make their living clamming out on the Medomak River, and others commute to larger towns for work. Besides Moody’s, the other well-known local business is Maine Antiques Digest, a newspaper that got its start covering the growing antiques-dealing scene in Maine and now is a national monthly with subscribers around the globe.


Waldoboro’s downtown is a small but fun place, perched on a hill overlooking the saltwater Medomak, where there is a handful of shops, restaurants, and banks. Many, many fine old homes and river vistas can be found if one takes the time to drive the roads that wander from here to places like Dutch Neck and Cove Road.


Travel far enough on one of these byways and you’ll land in the gregarious-sounding town of Friendship. A working fishing village with a population of a little over 1,100, Friendship has two claims to fame. First, it’s where the Friendship


Sloop originated. These old sailing workboats are now valued as cruising vessels. Second, it’s where Casper the Friendly Ghost made his home. Of course, when they filmed the 1995 movie about the spritely spirit, Hollywood producers determined that Friendship, as authentic as could be, with its active fleet of lobster boats and unspoiled vibe, didn’t look enough like a Maine fishing village, so they chose to shoot much of the movie in the resort town of Camden. Their loss. The beautiful waters of Muscongus Bay spread out before Friendship, and since the late 1980s they’ve been discovered in a big way by kayakers.


Thomaston


Talk about reinventing your town. For more than 100 years, the stately community of Thomaston was dominated by the Maine State Prison, a dark dungeon of brick and cement and razor wire ominously set at one end of Main Street, right on Route 1 in full view of everyone passing through town. The state’s maximum-security facility, full of lots and lots of bad guys, it was the inspiration for the prison in the 1994 film The Shawshank Redemption and had a reputation for being overcrowded and antiquated. No one was particularly sad to see it unceremoniously torn down in 2001 (though some area residents thought it might be great as a tourist site, maybe a quaint inn) and its inmates shifted to a new penitentiary on a back road in nearby Warren.


With the prison gone, the focus in Thomaston is squarely where it should be—on its historic brick downtown, filled with book stores, a cafe, and gift shops, and on the miles of fine Federal and Greek Revival homes built for the sea captains who ruled the town in the 18th and 19th centuries. The community was long ago called “the town that went to sea” because of the number of vessels built in shipyards on the St. George River and because of the merchants and sailors who shipped out of Thomaston’s tiny waterfront.


Down on the water you’ll find a plaque that commemorates the visit to the region paid by British explorer Captain George Waymouth in 1605. Not too long later, the spot became home to a trading post, and it really started to boom in the years after the American Revolution. The town was incorporated in 1777, named for war hero General John Thomas, and it was put on the map when George Washington’s secretary of war, Henry Knox, set up in a mansion on a hill at the end of Main Street. Montpelier, a replica of that colonial showplace, was built on the site in the 1930s and is the most impressive structure in town now that the prison is gone.


Lime quarries were a staple of the economy for years, along with shipbuilding, brickmaking, and farming. Now townspeople do a lot of commuting. Some work at the imposing Dragon Cement plant, which sullies the view behind the Knox Mansion, while others head into the neighboring city of Rockland.


St. George River Area


The wide St. George River sweeps in between two communities on its way up to Thomaston—Cushing to the west, and St. George to the east. The latter pair were joined until 1803, when they split into a more manageable duo (they were already composed of almost a dozen distinct villages). This is the country that the Wyeth family of painters have made famous since early last century. A rural area of woods and fields, saltwater farms and fishing villages, the region first seduced N. C. Wyeth, a well-known illustrator, in the 1920s, when he set up household at Port Clyde.


His son Andrew would use an old, creaky Cushing farm—the Olson House—and the hardy couple that lived in it, Christina and Alvaro Olson, in a series of works, including Christina’s World, one of the most famous American paintings of all time. Scores of his other paintings depict the area’s windswept meadows, rolling hills, and tidal river. Wyeth fans routinely make the pilgrimage downriver to explore the countryside, especially now that the Rockland-based Farns-worth Museum has purchased the Olson House and opened it to tours (see Attractions chapter). Another artistic icon, sculptor Bernard “Blackie”


Langlais, lived down in Cushing as well, and many of his old wooden sculptures can still be seen in front of the house he shared with his wife.


The community took its name from a Massachusetts lieutenant governor, Thomas Cushing, back in 1789 when the town was incorporated (remember, Maine originally was part of Massachusetts). It was settled about 150 years prior to that by an English trader in 1634. The trader was chased out of the area by the French, who held this place until 1654 and who harassed English settlers until the French and Indian War drove them out. After the American Revolution there was a slow influx of residents drawn by farmland and fishing potential. Fishermen still work from various points down here, and the population has leveled at about 1,300.


Where Cushing is largely open and meadow strewn, the town of St. George is more woodsy and broken by a handful of villages—Port Clyde, Tenants Harbor, Martinsville, Spruce Head, Long Cove, and Clark Island. Granite quarrying became a huge industry here in the 19th century, and lots of old quarries remain (many, like those on Clark Island, make for great swimming holes).


Port Clyde, across the river from Cushing, is a stunner, a fishing village occupying a headland overlooking the Georges Islands. A cluster of homes and businesses make up the center of town right at the tip of the St. George Peninsula, among them the funky Port Clyde General Store, a 200-year-old gem with groaning floors, newspapers, pizza, and videos. The Dip Net Restaurant is behind the store, offering seafood with a fine view of the harbor.


The waterfront is a busy place in Port Clyde because it’s here that vacationers and islanders catch the ferry to Monhegan. The Monhegan-Thomaston Boat Line sends the Laura B. and the Elizabeth Ann on the hourlong crossing a few times daily (see the next chapter, Getting Here, Getting Around).


Other attractions on this side of the St. George River are Marshall Point, home of Marshall Point Light (see Lighthouses chapter); Tenants Harbor; and the fishing community of Spruce Head. Bicycles might just be the best method of travel in these parts, and a local conservation group, the Georges River Land Trust, has put together a handful of routes and maps.


Monhegan Island


Many people have this idea that Monhegan Island makes for a great day trip, and it does, if that’s all the time you have. But this 1-square-mile island 12 miles off the Midcoast is worth more than the six or eight hours you get between ferries. Everything good about the Maine coast can be found packed onto this bit of rock at sea. It has the woodsy heights, the surf crashing on the serrated coast, the blinking lighthouse, the miles of hiking trails, the old capes and cottages of weathered gray shingles, the classic New England inn, the smalltown vibe, and the picture-perfect harbor with its lobster boats. (If you can’t take a good photograph here, your camera must be malfunctioning.)


The island’s history is particularly rich, too. Monhegan is generally regarded as the first place European explorers landed in the Gulf of Maine—they stopped by as early as 1497. Some say they even used the harbor here to repair vessels and wait out storms before Columbus ever made it to the New World. Native Americans were here first, of course, and the name Monhegan is thought to be a variation of a Maliseet or Micmac word for island. They likely traveled out here for the same purpose that early Europeans did—fishing. European fishermen began visiting in the early 17th century, sometimes staying, sometimes moving on, until about 1625, when a trading post was set up on the island. Permanent settlement followed in 1674.


Fishing remains one of the key elements of the local economy, and the Monhegan lobster-men have set up a program that has become a model in Maine, limiting their fishing to seven months of the year, between December 1 and June 25. They have a beautiful tradition of not heading out on day one of the season unless everyone is ready, and they make quite an effort to make sure everybody is, getting together in the weeks beforehand, repairing nets and boats and lending hands. The harbor is very active with fishing vessels through the winter and spring, and in summer several entrepreneurial islanders change their focus to the other economic force here—tourism.


The island is home to roughly 90 year-rounders, and a few hundred others move in for the summer months. Thousands more arrive each week on the Laura B. and Elizabeth Ann, ferries from Port Clyde. Other mainland points send visitors, too. Many are day-trippers, some are arriving for a weekend at one of the excellent hostelries, and still more set up for a week at a rental cottage. Those in the know bring flashlights—electricity is limited out here—and wear good walking shoes, because there are no vehicles, save a few work trucks, on the island’s dirt roads. The conveniences of modern life are few—no phones or TVs in your room—but that’s really the point.


Art draws a lot of vacationers to the island, whether they’re making it themselves, perusing the couple dozen galleries and artists’ studios in town, or checking out sites made famous by all of the world-famous greats who have lived and worked on the island—from Robert Henri to Rockwell Kent to George Bellows to Edward Hopper to Jamie Wyeth.


Many others, though, come to enjoy the natural world. More than half of the island has been preserved as woods, and the vistas of crashing sea from atop cliffs are some of the best you’re ever going to get. In the spring and fall, the island is known for birding—it’s a real avian hot spot during these migratory periods. The trail network through these forests is rather extraordinary—that islanders have managed to blaze more than 17 miles of footpaths on little more than a mile and a half of island is something to wonder at.


Idyllic is the word on Monhegan. Those who schedule only a day trip to the island are often regretful when they board the 4 p.m. ferry back to the mainland.


Rockland


These are renaissance days for the city of Rockland. Once a down-at-the-heels fishing port known for its bikers and its smell, the burgh has reinvented itself since the early 1990s, thanks in large part to the success of the Farnsworth Art Museum downtown (see Attractions chapter). Long one of Maine’s best art collections, the Farnsworth went through a major period of renovation and revival in the late 1990s, debuting the Wyeth Center, expanding display areas, and, perhaps most importantly, establishing a presence on Route 1 in the heart of downtown. Its new entrance on Main Street attracted other galleries to locate here and helped inspire the opening of a bunch of restaurants and shops and the restoration of the old Strand Theater into a showplace of movies and performances.


There’s always been a lot to like about Rockland; it’s just that the city’s reputation got in the way. The location on the west side of Penobscot Bay is very nice, offering beautiful vistas from a variety of points (the best perhaps being the mile-long Rockland Breakwater, a wall of granite stones that protects the harbor). The 19th-century brick downtown, with its Greek, Italianate, and colonial revival blocks, looks like what a Maine downtown should look like, and there are streets of older homes in the neighborhoods beyond Broadway. You might recognize all this from the 2001 movie In the Bedroom, which was filmed at various points around town. The city boasts an excellent Carnegie library, too.


Lobsters have been a staple of the economy here as long as anyone can remember, and the city calls itself the Lobster Capital of the World, staking a mean claim to that title by processing millions of pounds of the tasty “bugs” a year. The lobster fleet shares space on the waterfront with a handful of schooners from the Maine Windjammer Association, graceful vessels that pretty up what’s largely an industrial harbor. A resident Coast Guard station and Outward Bound’s largest school also moor boats down here, and ferries come and go to the populated islands of Penobscot Bay on a regular basis. A mile-long boardwalk on the side opposite the breakwater is another good place to check out the waterfront.


Before the lobster industry became king in Rockland, the city was a big shipper of lime and granite and, like so many other Maine ports, had its share of shipyards turning out vessels. Many of the city’s 8,000 residents today are involved in the seafood business in one way or another, but plenty are also employed in retail and the service industry, at manufactories like Fisher Corporation, which makes snowplows; at PenBay hospital in Rockport; and at many stores and restaurants downtown.


Thanks to the Farnsworth Art Museum, the downtown is still a vital place where it can be difficult to find a parking spot in high summer, despite competition from two shopping plazas and a Wal-Mart on the edge of the city. On Main Street and in the blocks surrounding it are a handful of fine restaurants, many galleries, shops selling everything from high-end furnishings to yupscale women’s clothes to used books, and, for some reason, at least a half dozen barber shops. Some in the city wonder if everything happened too fast and whether the population can support all these fancy restaurants—several are now shutting down for winter.


The joke used to be “Camden by the Sea, Rockland by the Smell,” referring to the picturesque resort community up the road. But the city of Rockland continues to turn itself around. It can still stink on a hot August day, thanks to fish processing plants—but that’s just keeping it real.


Penobscot Bay Islands


Poet Edna St. Vincent Millay, who grew up in Rockland and Camden, made her first impressions on the literary world with the poem “Renascence,” in which she wrote: “All I could see from where I stood / were three long islands and a wood.” She’s referring to the isles of Penobscot Bay, several of which have year-round communities on them. These are romantic, windswept places, well worthy of poetry, and it’s hard to visit without wanting to up and move to a cottage on one. The panoramas are spectacular almost anywhere you go on them, thanks to the fact that they’re surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean and other islands and they overlook the Camden Hills and the mountains of Acadia. But there’s something to the deep and rich sense of community that thrives on islands—everyone knows everyone, looks out for everyone, and all that good stuff—in a way that no longer happens in Any Suburb, USA. Plus, no Wal-Mart is going to move in and ruin the neighborhood any time soon.


Vinalhaven


This hardy isle of fishermen and artists is the largest of the 14 year-round islands of Maine, sitting right in the middle of the great inlet next to its sister island, North Haven. Lobstering is the mainstay of the economy, with shrimp, scallops, and urchins also contributing. Of Vinalhaven’s 1,200 residents, 200 work on the water. The others do a little bit of everything, whatever it takes to be able to live on this 17-mile isle, an 80-minute ferry ride from Rockland. Many artists and writers have set up on Vinalhaven, the most notable being Robert Indiana—he of the love sign fame—and there are a few amenities for tourists. Libby House, Payne Homestead at the Moses Webster House, and the Tidewater Motel take in guests, and the latter rents bikes and cars (proprietor Phil Crossman is a hoot). A half dozen eclectic stores serve the islanders and sell T-shirts and take-out to visitors. And there is a good little museum in the old town hall that’s run by the historical society, where you can learn a bit about the island’s beginnings.


Archaeological evidence on the island suggests that the Red Paint People, an ancient Native American society known for its red ocher graves, visited Vinalhaven 5,000 years ago. Europeans didn’t follow until the 1500s. English explorer Martin Pring sailed by in 1603, and supposedly the hungry captain witnessed gray foxes running about and named Vinalhaven and North Haven the Fox Islands. It wasn’t until the 1760s that the island had a permanent resident, and the community began to build, becoming a town in 1789. Townspeople named the new municipality after John Vinal, a Boston lawyer who represented them in their 1785 bid to secede from Massachusetts. Early settlers like Thaddeus Carver of Marshfield, Massachusetts, who lent Carver’s Harbor his name, came looking for lumber and shipped plenty out, but what they discovered of real and unique value was granite—and lots of it. This discovery came at a time when the big cities of the northeast were building at a rapid rate, and granite from Vinalhaven quarries was used in such prominent structures as the Brooklyn Bridge, the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, and the U.S. Customs Houses and Post Office in New York; post offices in St. Louis, Kansas City, and Buffalo; the railroad station and the Board of Trade in Chicago; and the Washington Monument.


Vinalhaven has made a significant blip on the radar of tourism since, but it’s still not overrun by any means. (Some local teens might feel it is, though—they’ve been known to insult visitors.) Day-trippers enjoy walking and biking the miles of roads, swimming in Lawson’s and Booth’s quarries, kayaking offshore, and playing in the island’s several parks and preserves, places like Lane’s Island, a breathtaking island of meadows, coves, and wildflowers linked to Vinalhaven by a bridge.


North Haven


You could almost jump across the Fox Island Thorofare from Vinalhaven to North Haven, so close are the two. Because of this proximity the early history of the two islands is very similar—they even claim the same gentleman as their first resident. But not long after granite was being discovered on Vinalhaven, the wealthy elite of Boston began discovering North Haven. The island became something of an exclusive enclave, which it remains to a certain extent. Tourist facilities are very limited—there are few bed-and-breakfasts and inns and only a single sit-down restaurant, the Coal Wharf.


North Haven is 12 miles off Rockland and about an hour by ferry. It’s only 24 square miles and has two primary neighborhoods, North Haven Village and Pulpit Harbor (not including the intriguingly named hamlet of Sleepyville). The year-round population of 300 blooms in July and August to about 2,000 with the arrival of the summer people, many of whom are descendants of families that started coming here in the late 19th century.


Day-trippers will find excellent bicycling, a neat old golf course, pleasant walking, local artist Eric Hopkins’s fine gallery, another art showplace at the North Haven Gift Shop, eats at a couple of restaurants, and a general store that stocks one of everything.


Matinicus


Twenty-two miles out into the drink, Matinicus is the farthest removed of Maine’s populated islands. A local cottage rental company describes the isle as “extraordinary, but not for everyone.” That is a very apt way of putting it. This rental agent continues, “If you would like to visit an island that is remote, a bit rustic, and that requires a sense of adventure, tolerance, independence and humor from its visitors, read on.”


Enticing visitors to this 1.5-square-mile island, which isn’t even on most maps, is an uphill battle. First is simply the time and distance. The ferry ride is 2 hours and 15 minutes long, and the ferry comes only three times a month in summer, less often than that in winter (but private boats are available—see www.matinicusexcursions.com or www.wildwoodcharters.com—as is air service). Second is the reputation of the place—it’s generally considered the most insular of all of Maine islands, the East Coast’s version of the Wild West. Simply put, many of Matinicus’ 51 residents don’t want to see outsiders.


But if you can deal with stony glances and a bit of rudeness, you’ll find a lot to like on Matinicus. The natural world is the most obvious attraction. Walking trails squirrel here and there across the island and, unusual for a piece of rock at sea, there are two fine sand beaches. (The water’s still cold, though.) Birding is exceptional—with boats available to take people out to see the puffin colony on Matinicus Rock—and many rare plant species inhabit the island as well. Simply strolling and looking around here is fun, like a walk back to the 1940s, corny as that may sound. This is also one of the few places anywhere where you can call and order a lobster dinner and have it delivered to your door. (Lobstering is the chief industry here.) Artists and photographers have long been drawn to Matinicus, dating back to the great George Bellows. If you make the effort, you’ll see why.


Camden-Rockport Area


It would be hard to invent a better setting for a coastal Maine resort town than the one found in Camden. When he visited in 1605, Captain John Smith (yes, him again) was impressed, writing “under the high mountains of Penobscot, against whose feet the sea doth beat.” And indeed Penobscot Bay laps picturesquely at the town’s protected harbor, with a lighthouse-topped island sitting at the mouth and two round peaks looming imposingly above. A series of small summits—the Camden Hills—trundle inland from there past big Megunticook Lake. From the tops of Mounts Battie and Megunticook you think you can see forever out across the glistening expanse of the bay and over its spiny islands. Soaring cliffs, plenty of wildlife, rivers and streams, a waterfall—the area’s got it all.


Which makes it too bad that so many people have discovered it. Camden is now notorious for the congestion that clogs its picturesque downtown, and it seems like every other week some magnate or other is moving into one of the gracious colonial revival homes that line High Street or sit above the harbor. Camden is one of the few places—perhaps the only spot in Maine—where Route 1, the highway up the Maine coast, yields to a local road. Hollywood sets up shop many a summer filming some picture or other—The Man Without a Face (1993), Casper (1995), Thinner (1996), and In the Bedroom (2001) in recent years.


The town has a year-round population of about 5,000 relatively affluent souls, and during June, July, and August they are joined by probably three times that number with the arrival of the tourists and summercators. People come for a variety of reasons, and many have similar aims—hiking or camping in Camden Hills State Park; shopping in the innumerable boutiques, specialty shops, and gift stores downtown; or heading out to sea on windjammers. The numerous eateries, kayak tours, grassy parks, and historic homes only add to the appeal. Two excellent auditoriums bring name acts to this wee town—the Camden Opera House and the Strom Auditorium at the impressive high school. Then there is the Camden Snow Bowl, which is everything a ski area should be: small, community-run, friendly, and inexpensive. Obviously a bigger draw in winter, it sees its share of hikers and bikers in the summer.


The sea built Camden. Shipyards were a mainstay of the economy for years (and still are, with huge Wayfarer Marine repairing yachts). Lime from area pits and wool from the Knox Woolen Mill employed many workers in subsequent years, and of course fishing fed many families. When East Coast business leaders discovered Camden in the 1950s, the summer trade began. The rich moved in, first for the summers and eventually for the remainder of the year, bringing their yachts with them. Camden Harbor is always awash in boats, from the majestic schooners like the Mary Day that anchor there to the raft of ostentatious yachts, colorful kayaks, and dinghies. A few hardy fishermen bravely navigate through the crowded basin on their way out in search of lobster.


Things are a little better in Rockport. Camden’s sister town is also a haven for the affluent—many former CIA and Foreign Service workers among them—and has a busy little harbor, but it’s not quite as overrun because there simply aren’t as many touristy things to do here. The population here is 3,500, and in summer it too triples, with the influx of summer people and with students at the Maine Media Workshops, a world-class film and photography school that draws some of the top names in the field to Rockport.


Downtown are an arc of brick buildings and the pretty old Rockport Opera House, which sits on a hill above the harbor. Around the corner and up the road, the miles of summer homes and “cottages” begin. Some are neat old capes, some shingle-style, others the showy wannabe palaces of the nouveau Mainers.


The town’s history is intertwined with Camden’s, but it does have its own chapters, one of which is the life of Andre the Seal. Down on the waterfront in Rockport Marine Park is a monument to the beloved harbor seal, who jumped through hoops for audiences all summer long, shooting baskets, counting, singing, from the 1960s until late in his life. He was only a summer resident, swimming back to Boston Aquarium in the fall, and he was killed by a rival on the way in 1986.


Just northeast of Camden and Rockport is the town of Lincolnville, which is technically the southernmost municipality in character-laden Waldo County but behaves more like a suburb of Camden. Lincolnville is best known for its short sandy beach, along which a few restaurants, gift shops, and the always fun Beach Store are located. Bathers in the know travel another mile or so up the road to a tiny rock beach called Ducktrap, where the Ducktrap River empties into Penobscot Bay. There’s better, more private swimming here. A skip up the road takes visitors to Tanglewood 4-H camp, which is filled with trails through the woods along the river. And several miles beyond that is Lincolnville Center, a swell village of old homes and vistas in the rolling Camden Hills.


Islesboro


Lincolnville Beach sends a ferry 3 miles across Penobscot Bay to the island of Islesboro several times daily. Like North Haven, Islesboro has an air of exclusivity about it, especially the village of Dark Harbor, which anchors one end of the skinny, 12-mile isle. Here the rich and famous built grand mansions in the Victorian era, many of which still exist. Back then the island’s local population were the serving people for the wealthy. Today things are a little more real, though the social calendar of Dark Harbor is busy. John Travolta and Kirstie Alley have been some of the better known of the town’s 600-some residents, but they have kept relatively low profiles.


The island was settled in the years before the American Revolution, with an influx of fishermen and farmers. When the War of 1812 gripped the mainland town of Castine, not too far away across East Penobscot Bay, the residents of Islesboro had a rough go of it, forced into cooperating with the British. Later in that century, they had to swallow their pride again after Jeffrey Bracket, a young, rich Boston fellow, visited the island and was smitten, and a few hundred wealthy people from the city moved in and colonization began. An informal caste system went into place that the island took more than a century to be rid of.


As on most of the other populated islands, lobstering is the big breadwinner on Islesboro. But there are also three boatyards turning out vessels, many islanders commute to jobs on the mainland since ferries are frequent and the crossing takes only 20 minutes, and others work from their homes, thanks to Internet connections, faxes, and e-mail.


Vacationers will find plenty to see and do and a few places to lay their head. Because the island is long and flat, it makes for great biking, and kayakers love all the coves and inlets and smaller satellite isles all around it. One of these islands is home to Warren Island State Park, an absolutely spectacular area if you have your own boat. There’s a nice beach—called, originally enough, Town Beach—at Pendleton Point, and there are also a few shops and even a performing arts center that gets busy in July and August.


Belfast


In 2008 Budget Travel magazine labeled Belfast as one of the 10 Coolest Towns in the country. How cool is that? Not many other cities of 7,000 have their own vegetarian cafe, classes in African drumming and foil fencing, a professional theater company, another nationally known theater organization, a hip art deco movie cinema, a supermarket-size food co-op, a curling club, several art galleries, an art center in an old high school, an environmentally friendly department store, and naturopaths, homeopaths, and acupuncturists? Outside of California, that’s a pretty hard place to find. (And maybe even in California.) As the shire town of wacky Waldo County, a collection of cool rural towns with a lot of unique inhabitants, Belfast has become a truly amazing place.


The city underwent a profound and sometimes difficult change during the mid-1990s. The credit card giant MBNA built a massive headquarters here and buildings larger than anything found anywhere else in the Midcoast outside of Bath Iron Works, and then the company staffed them with 6,000 tie-and-dress–wearing telemarketers. This development was a bit difficult for many of the locals to swallow, since up to that point Belfast’s populace was a mix of fishermen and back-to-the-land émigrés from the early 1970s, most of whom threw away their ties long ago. People stopped grousing a bit when MBNA started throwing money around to worthy causes, from the schools to the hospitals. And it was hard to argue that Belfast didn’t need the jobs. Now that MBNA has been sold to Bank of America, those jobs are in question.


Named for Belfast, Ireland, the city was settled by a Scotch-Irish band of pioneers back in 1770. These tough folks had previously made their home in Londonderry, New Hampshire, and were bothered enough by the British that they upped and left. They liked what they found at this spot above the Passagassawaukeag River (that’s Passy for short) and built a thriving little hamlet that grew and grew over the years as shipbuilding and lumbering prosperity moved in. You can walk around and literally see those good times written in wood and shingle—the city is well known in Maine for its distinctive Greek Revival, Federal, and Italianate homes (more than 200 structures in town are on the National Register). When Belfast burned in 1865 and again in 1873, the city rebuilt, and the result is a fine downtown of Victorian Gothic and Greek Revival brick. Some of these old buildings will cause crooks in your neck, you’ll stare at them so long—they’re that good-looking.


By the mid-20th century the focus of the economy changed from the water to the wings—of chickens. The city became for a while the biggest chicken processor in the world, and although this industry wasn’t good for the harbor, which ran with blood, it kept the citizenry at work. Things got a bit down at the heels here when Frank Purdue and others proved they could produce and ship chickens quicker and the broiler industry went bust. So, many people were glad to see the green-and-tan empire of MBNA move in. Many civic leaders recognize the potential of tourism, but Belfast isn’t the Maine summer theme park that is Camden down the road. Far fewer people explore Belfast, and it doesn’t tart itself up for them.


The city is eminently walkable—at least the good parts are—and there’s a stroller’s tour all scripted and printed down at the Belfast Chamber of Commerce that will take you through the most attractive neighborhoods. The downtown has a handful of good restaurants—from the hip vegetariana of Chase’s Daily to the cheap but good Bay Wrap—and the shopping is nothing if not eclectic. If you see something you like, buy it, because several of these stores won’t be here on your next pass through town. These storefronts have quite the history of turnover. The city’s park, right on Penobscot Bay, is worth a look, as is the harborfront park established by MBNA.


Plenty of accommodations are available, and you’d best give yourself more than one day. Make sure to travel into Waldo County, too, where you’ll find innumerable treasures in towns like Searsmont, Freedom, and Liberty. The further you look into Belfast and Waldo County, the more unexpected delights you’ll find.


Searsport


Searsport has two claims to fame: It’s an antiques hot spot, and it has a rich maritime history, producing more sea captains per capita than anyplace else in the universe (or something like that) back in the days of tall ships. The former you can see evidence of just by driving around—there are antiques stores every half mile or so. The latter is less evident these days—you don’t see mustachioed characters with muttonchops wandering around in gold-buttoned jackets—but you can find out everything you ever wanted to know about Searsport and the sea at the Penobscot Marine Museum (see Attractions chapter).


Turns out 200 or so Searsport residents became ship captains—1 in 10 of all American heads of ship in the late 19th century. Shipbuilding was also booming by this period, with six shipyards spread across the city’s waterfront on Penobscot Bay. The captains who went to sea returned with all sorts of exotic goods and experiences, and they built themselves impressive homes, like those found in Belfast and Thomaston. One family, the Nichols, had 35 members born at sea.


Searsport has one of the deepest ports in Maine, which it greatly benefited from in those early days and which in more recent years has made it one of a trio of ports—Portland and East-port are the others—in the state’s three-pronged cargo-shipping scheme. The waterfront in town remains a working one, but it is less about fishing and more about moving cargo—and, thanks to some big, ugly Irving and GAC plants—oil and chemicals. There’s a great state park south of town off Route 1 at Moose Point.


Aside from the sea captains’ homes, which can be truly impressive, like the homes of the Carriage House and Watchtide inns, the town is rather unassuming. Downtown is a hodgepodge of brick and wood storefronts—a National Register historic district that isn’t quite as impressive as the one down the road in Belfast (a search for a good meal here will bring you back to Belfast, so you can compare. Convenience stores and flea markets are the main features as you head north. However, the past couple of years a real effort has been made to make the town more attractive to the millions of people headed past en route to Acadia—and it’s working.


East of Searsport is Stockton Springs, another old shipbuilding port astride Route 1. Named Stockton after a seaside English town, the community added the Springs later when it was trying to make a name for itself in the bottled-water industry. The downtown has faded since that enterprise evaporated and others like poultry processing did, too.


Down on its waterfront, though, is Fort Point State Park and its attendant Fort Point Light, and up the road is the handsome hamlet of Sandy Point, where a handful of white clapboard historic homes flank a big white church—the very picture of a New England village. And tucked down an anonymous side street, unknpwn to most who pass by on Route 1, is a secret beach.


Bucksport


Witch tale, paper mill, imposing fort, vertiginous suspension bridge, and new marina—the Buck-sport area has a little of everything. The town’s situation at the head of Penobscot Bay, exactly the point where the Penobscot River descends to the sea, was ideally suited for the European settlers who made their way here in the 1760s. The Penobscot Indians came here to fish prior to that, seeking the river’s famous salmon, but they were pushed out of the way by the English.


Colonel Jonathan Buck of the Massachusetts Bay Colony incorporated “Buckstown” in 1792 and opened a mill on the shore of the river. Quite aside from naming the community for himself and helping launch a shipping and trade industry here, Buck is remembered for an incident that occurred in the late 18th century. Everyone locally is tired of the story now, but it persists because of its creepy nature. Legend has it that while serving as a town magistrate, Buck sentenced a woman to die for witchcraft. She supposedly laid a curse on him, something to the effect that she’d follow him until he died and into the beyond, and now his tombstone bears the uncanny outline of a woman’s leg—many consider this stripe a flaw in the granite, but it has reappeared every time it’s been ground or buffed away. So the story goes. The grave is clearly visible from Route 1, but it’s best to pull into the Hannaford parking lot and cross the street if you want to have a look.


The town would rather be known as an important Maine port and changed its name to Bucksport in 1817, remaining a vital shipping town because its of location on the river and thus on the route to Bangor. Fort Knox, the dramatic, medieval-looking bastion that hangs on a hill on the opposite side of the Penobscot, was built in the 1840s to protect the port and the river when border tensions began to arise with the English. A few decades later, hunters and fishermen begin to discover the North Woods of Maine, and they often traveled to the area via Bangor, through Bucksport.


Today oil flows from Bucksport Harbor to Bangor, fueling homes and the Bangor airport, and the Verso Paper mill employs about 1,000 people. The latter produces glossy papers for catalogs like L.L. Bean and JCPenney and for magazines like Time and Newsweek. Cultural highlights are the Northeast Historic Film Archive, which resides in the Old Alamo Theatre and helps preserve old films—and regularly screens them, too. And in 2002 Bucksport opened a new 500-seat theater to bring drama and music to town. Several restaurants, inns, and B&Bs serve the community.


To reach Bucksport, you have to be prepared to drive over the soaring Penobscot Narrows Bridge, a dramatic, half-mile-long span that’s known colloquially as the Bucksport Bridge. The soaring span narrow span rises 135 feet above the Penobscot, its steel suspension towers flying up another 300 feet. Newly rebuilt in 2007, the bridge has the highest public-bridge observatory in the world, which offers a look at the surrounding area from 420 feet up.


Blue Hill Peninsula


Though a lot of Mainers say the “real Maine” begins east of Ellsworth, many miles up the road, it’s hard to improve on the Maine found on the Blue Hill Peninsula. This is the wide finger of land on which (or near) are located the villages of Blue Hill, Castine, Deer Isle, Stonington, Brooksville, Brooklin, Sedgwick, and Surry. It’s an unhurried place where the vistas are drop-dead gorgeous, the roads are punctuated by fantastic old homes, the communities are just that—close-knit, small towns where people still wave at one another and the postal clerks know everyone—and it’s still unsullied by chain development. Lobster fishing remains an important part of the economy, as does traditional boatbuilding, and yet there are all sorts of great cultural outlets and interesting populations of artists and writers. Very cool indeed.


With a population of just over 2,300, Blue Hill is the biggest town around, a place of stately old homes, a bustling downtown filled with shops and galleries, and a summer colony that gets things busy on August afternoons. The town had a big fight with the Rite Aid drugstore chain a few years back, not wanting what it considered an eyesore on its main drag, and it’s easy to see what Blue Hill residents were keen on preserving. The community is uncommonly attractive, making a U around Blue Hill Harbor and backed up against the peak that gave the town its name. Points and peninsulas and coves are the norm around here, with many homes along them. The architecture is pretty fine, too, with 68 Federal and Greek Revival representatives on the National Register. The area has attracted enough artists, writers, and musicians (like Noel Paul Stookey of Peter Paul and Mary fame) and berthed the always popular and ever eclectic WERU, a community radio station well known in eastern Maine (89.9 FM).


According to the excellent local history put together by writer and resident Esther Wood, two men from North Andover, Massachusetts, migrated north to settle Blue Hill in 1762 (though they called it North Andover). Several villages sprouted over the ensuing years as people followed the pair—Head-of-the-Bay, the Neck, East Blue Hill, and North Blue Hill—each with its own school, store, and church. The current center of town developed around Head-of-the-Bay, and shipbuilding helped it prosper.


The first ship was built in 1792, and 132 more followed over the course of the next 90 years, resulting in a lot of nice homes in town. One of these houses belonged to Jonathan Fisher, parson of the local church. A true renaissance man, Fisher built his house, taught at the local Blue Hill Academy (now George Stevens Academy), and was also a poet, a scientist, a farmer, a painter, and a businessman. The Parson Fisher house, now a museum, is a fine place to learn about the rich history of the community.


When shipbuilding went to the wayside with the emergence of steel vessels and steamers, another industry arose in Blue Hill, one that conflicts mightily with the genteel, artsy reputation the town has now—mining. The ground beneath Blue Hill seemed to contain a fair bit of copper and some zinc, too, and in the late 19th century, companies and individuals rushed in to extract the valuable minerals. A Canadian company attempted to resume operations in the 1970s to much local opposition.


Residents liked the emergence of arts as a cottage industry much better. Blue Hill has become known for its pottery and handcrafts and is home to several galleries worth visiting.


Castine


The flags of four nations have flown over the town of Castine. For two centuries years the British, the French, and the Dutch battled over the village, each occupying it for stretches at a time before being beaten on by the next country to move in. The French were the first to set up on the ax-head–shaped peninsula at the edge of Penobscot Bay. Explorer Samuel de Champlain, who sailed and mapped much of the Down East coast, sent a chart back to France for the perusal of King Henry IV in 1612 that showed the prime location of what’s now Castine, overlooking Penobscot Bay and the entrance to the Penobscot River. Within a year the site was a French trading post.


Of course, Captain John Smith just so happened to cruise by in 1614 and included the headland on a map he was drawing of English territory. It would go back and forth from there, with the town changing hands numerous times. In 1667 the region was granted to the French officer Jean Vincent d’Abbadie de Saint Castin by the king of France, and the spot would ultimately take his name. Not 10 years later it would be bombarded by the Dutch, who occupied the peninsula twice, in 1674 and 1676, and then destroyed many buildings and forts in their wake.


The British moved back in and held the site, prompting colonial forces to attack from the bay in 1779 with a fleet of 18 warships and 24 personnel transports carrying 1,400 soldiers. It would go down as one of the worst, if not the worst, naval defeats in United States history as the British snuck up on the armada in the bay and wreaked havoc, and it would ruin the military career of officer Paul Revere. The British would hold Castine through the War of 1812 until finally it was liberated by the United States. We still own it today.


What’s all this got to do with anything? The town of Castine is one of the finest-looking historic communities in Maine, with neat battlements and buried bastions all over the place, and a squillion 19th-century National Register homes (really, it’s only 255). It’s particularly comely, with street after street of fine Greek Revival and Federal buildings on the tidy grid on either side of it. More than 100 historic markers chronicle the town’s turbulent history and make for a compelling walking tour. You can stop at several small historic-home museums while you’re at it, and if you’re up for a real walk, stop by Dyce Head Lighthouse. If ever there was a town for taking a constitutional, it’s Castine.


Today you may see people walking about town in quasi-military–looking dress and wonder who’s invading this time. These folks are cadets from Maine Maritime Academy, a college-level institution that prepares students for careers in the merchant marine, as well as in engineering and marine biology. The school’s massive training vessel, the State of Maine, dominates the waterfront, and tours are available when it’s in port.


Maine Maritime’s 700 students, along with Castine’s 1,300 residents, help keep the restaurants and inns busy during the cold winter months when the town’s cottage owners are away.


Deer Isle


Deer Isle is the second-largest island on the Maine coast after Mount Desert, dangling between Penobscot and Blue Hill bays. To reach the island you pass before or over a couple of state landmarks—Caterpillar Hill, a gradual rise with an astonishing view of Eggemoggin Reach and East Penobscot Bay, and the Deer Isle Bridge, a tall, arcing suspension span that strikes fear in a lot of people. When the state wanted to build a road across Eggemoggin Reach in 1939, connecting the island of Little Deer Isle to the mainland, islanders were not happy, afraid that they were losing their way of life.


Cruise the back roads of Deer Isle, and you’ll understand what islanders wanted to protect. Split into three communities—Deer Isle, Little Deer Isle, and Stonington—it’s a magnificent place. Because the island is so skinny, you’re never far from a cove or a pocket beach or a headland. Jaw-dropping vistas of ocean and island are commonplace.


The bridge deposits you on Little Deer Isle, which is connected to Deer Isle proper by a winding causeway. The smallest of the three Deer Isle hamlets, it’s home to a cottage community and Harbor Farm, a gift shop and housewares store, and the local chamber of commerce, which seems to be open only sporadically.


From there you cross the narrow causeway, which is frequently brutalized by storms, and then you hit the village of Deer Isle itself, where historic homes line the main drag and there can be found a thriving gallery and antiques scene, featuring the work of many graduates of the famed Haystack Mountain School of Crafts, which is located on the island. The school has converted so many of its students into island residents it’s become a local joke. A dozen B&Bs, inns, and campgrounds cater to visitors needing a place to rest their head.


At the end of the road is the fantastically picturesque fishing village of Stonington, terraced on a hillside that looks out across Deer Island Thorofare and its constellation of small isles. Far from the nearest police station, Stonington had a reputation for lawlessness years ago, thanks to carousing fishermen. These days there are several fine inns, restaurants, and shops, and a couple of guide outfits thanks to Stonington’s burgeoning reputation as a kayaking hot spot. Stonington also serves as the jumping-off point for Isle au Haut (Ile-a-HO), an idyllic, 4,700-acre gem that features a large and woodsy parcel of Acadia parkland (see Acadia chapter).


The Stone in Stonington comes from the granite on which the island rests. It’s long been prized for its pink hue, and quarrying it was the principal industry here for more than a century. Before that and since, the town’s been a fishing center. The rugged stone was extracted by an international cast of quarrymen, and it was shipped out to be used in the building of New York bridges, Rockefeller Center, the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, and the Smithsonian. The only active quarrying operation in Maine now is out on Crotch Island, a skip from Stonington across the harbor.


Ellsworth


Acadia’s gateway town is Ellsworth, the point where travelers driving north on Route 1 have the option of following the coastal highway on its run Down East or breaking off onto State Route 3 toward Bar Harbor. Many Mainers consider this the exact point where the “real Maine” begins (after Ellsworth, that is). With three million tourists pouring past each year, you might imagine Ellsworth businesses popping up to lure them in, and you’d be right. The north half of this city of 6,400 is a strip-mall circus, one of the places Maine towns point to when they discuss out-of-control development and its negative effects on a town.


That’s too bad, because as a community, Ellsworth otherwise has a lot going for it. The first local landmark one comes to traveling up Route 1 is the legendary Big Chicken Barn, an antiques and used books emporium that’s worth half a day in itself. Traveling on you’ll come to a steep hill that jogs left before heading down through some fine old homes to the Union River, which put Ellsworth on the map a couple of centuries ago. Then you hit a stoplight, and the city’s historic downtown, a crux of brick buildings and attractive storefronts, spreads out before you. There’s some nice shopping to be done here—from women’s clothes to specialty foods to high-end cookware—and the city is also home to a couple of decent restaurants as well as an art deco theater that regularly shows films and schedules musical acts of regional repute.


The Penobscots and the Passamaquoddies were the first to make camp on the Union River, and they were followed by the French, who claimed most of the territory to the east. The English arrived and began to develop in 1763, when Benjamin Milliken built sawmills on the river powered by its 60-foot drop. The community grew and grew, becoming a center of shipbuilding and lumbering, before incorporating as a town in 1800, named for Oliver Ellsworth, a delegate to the Constitutional Convention of Philadelphia in 1787. Thirty-seven years later, Ellsworth would become the shire town of Hancock County.
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