Maine Obmsted Alliance

for Parks & Landscapes

4 2 U RMNAL

5E U MMEHR

13827

CIVIC NATURE

Town Forests and the Origins of Public Land in Maine by Mitchell Rasor

INTRODUCTION

HERE ARE at least 89 town forests total-
ing 95,860 acres in Maine.! Town forests,
which are somerimes called communicy
forests or town woodlots, are used for recre-
ation, timber harvesting, watershed protec-
tion, wildlife conservation and education. Income generated
from timber sales is used for a range of purposes including
social and educational programs and the purchase of addi

tional conservation lands.

acknowledges a practical and economic value for natural sys-
tems. Town forests had visual appeal but landscape beautifi-
cation was not the main intent. These lands were seen as part
of a town's infrastructure jusr as the Caskill Mouneain warer-
shed is seen as part of the water supply infrastructure for New
York Ciry.

In light of how aggressively the forests of Maine were har-
vested in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 1o make

room for towns and farms, the concepr of a forest in a town

90% of Maine is covered in forests,
burt town forests are not just any piece of
wooded property. They are part of a
town's civic infrastructure thar mighe
also include a town hall, post office,
library, church and town common or
green. OF the 17.5 million acres of wood-
lands in Maine, only 900,000 acres are
public. A town forest may only be 50 or
100 or 200 acres, bur these municipal
parcels are invaluable thresholds w the
natural world.

A 1927 Maine Public Law created the
legal definition of a “town forest.”
Towns were given the authority to estab-
lish a town forest by two-thirds vote and receive nancial and
professional assistance from the state. The 1927 language,
“cities and towns may acquire by purchase, gift or bequest
lands for the purpose of forestation, and may reclaim and
plant such lands"™? suggests town forests were initially con-
ceived as a way of utilizing and stabilizing abandoned agricul-
wral land. Town forests were seen as urilitarian lands
“devoted to the culture of trees, or to the preservation of the

warer supply of such city or town.”™ The 1927 legislation

Figure |. Forest Paper, Yarmouth, Maine. ¢. 1915

or a “rown forest,” seems like a contradiction in rerms.
Historically, trees were brought to mill towns for processing
into lumber and pulp (fig.1). The culture of towns depended
on the clearing of forests. However, there are precedents for

town forests dating back 1o the eighteenth century,

HISTORY OF COMMUNAL LANDS AND PUBLIC LOTS

In 1719 the Pejepscot Proprietors voted thar 1000 acres

should be held in “perpetual commonage™ by the citizens of
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Brunswick (fig.2). The Commons was part of a development
scheme thar also included other standard public lots such as the
school lot, lot for the first sertled minister and a ministerial lot o
aid the church. Around in 1785, The Commonwealth of
Massachusetts required townships, including townships in the
Maine territory, to set aside four lots of 320 acres each for public
uses. These public lots, typically woodlots, were as vital to the

establishment of a communiry

Morth Yarmouth still has a “School Lot Fund” that provides schol-
arships for studenes and aids educational programs.® One piece of
land labeled “Common” adjacent to the symbel for the meeting
house (below lot 105 on the Proprietors Map) might be the piece
of land referred to at 1745 town meeting when it was voted "That
Solomon Loring and Seth Michel be field Drivers and Likewise
Take Care of the Horses that goe at Large on the Commons
Contrary to the Law."? The

as a saw mill. Public lots were
part of the land based econo-
my and supported civie insti-
tutions such as the school and
church through timber sales
and rental incomes. Public
lots were not manicured
parks, but part of the working
landscape. The public grancs
made by the Pejepscor
Proprictors may seem like
unusual largesse, but the des-
ignation of public lots was
both a tactical maneuver to
promote the subdivision and
sale of the land as well as a
continuation of a European

picce of land labeled
“Common” on Parker's Paint
may have been salt marsh held
in common. [t was not unusu-
al for coastal sertlements to
have common lands in differ-
ent types of ecosystems. This
allowed for equal access ro dif-
types  of
resources, The large even
shaped lots outside the town

represent “after-divisions” or

ferent natural

common lands thar were dis-
tributed through a lotery sys-
tem to residents who sertled in

town and met the standards
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for housing and agriculture

tradition of commonage.

Since at least the fifth cen-
tury, the British landscape was comprised of a range of royal lands,
privately held lands and common lands, A standard landscape par-
tern included a nucleated village surrounded by outlying agricul-
tural fields and further outlying woodlands. The outlying
woodlands were usually owned by the king or lords and common-
ers acquired rights to use the forest for a range of resources includ-
ing, fuel (fire-bote), fencing and hedging (hedge-bote) and for the
repair of buildings (hous-bote), Common rights were also granted
for grazing and hunting,

Under the Norman rule in the eleventh century, forest became
a legal term and the age of royal forests and parks began in earnest,
Access to royal forests and parks was highly restricted and the lands
were managed with care by legions of foresters.# Forest laws divid-
ed the haves from the have nots and became so embedded in pop-
ular culture thar centuries later when Thoreau wanted to describe
the wilderness of Maine he wrote, “these are not the artificial
forests of an English King,-a royal preserve merely. Here prevail no
forest laws but those of nature.”s

The Proprietors Map of Nerth Yarmouth (1681 to 1735) shows
a range of common lands including a 200 acre "School Farm,”
miscellancous lands labeled “Commeon,” and Lots 39 and 41, the
“Ministerial Lot™ and the “Minister’s Lot™ respectively (fig-3).

Figure 2. Plan of Brunswick Lots in 1741.

established by the proprietors.

The role of common land
should not be overemphasized. The sale and subdivision of land
was the goal of most proprietars, The cighteenth century *Essay on
the Ordering of Towns" declares that “one acre inclosed, is much
more beneficial than five falling to his share in Common."8 When
the Morth Yarmouth and Pejobscot Proprietors granted communal
lots to their respective communities they were exercising their
rights as businessmen as well as planners.

In the last several years | have planned and designed some half
dozen residential cluster subdivisions in the greaver Portland area.
In this type of development, house lots are “clustered” on appro-
priate terrain, utilizing existing site features, such as stone walls, to
define lot lines and protecting wetlands and steep slopes as com-
mon open space. Developers and planners are using “common
open space” in 1997 as an arractive amenity to encourage the sale
of lots in much the same way the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
tury proprictors used public lots and common lands to promote
the settlement of towns,

In cluster subdivisions, the developer is granted a reduction in
the standard lot size it lands are dedicared as permanent open
space. The amount of land required to be given o open space
varies from town to town, but usually a third to two thirds of the
land in 4 cluster subdivision is dedicated as common open space,
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By creating cluster subdivisions. towns can expand the housing
market while simultancously increasing the ol acreage
of open space and protected ecosystems. This is the irony of
7the commons,

As Maine rowns became incorporated in the eighreenth and
nineteenth centuries, the fate of the required communal lots was
left to the discretion of local governmenis. Some towns quickly sub-

divided and sold the land and others utilized the land to support the

TWENTIETH CENTURY TOWRN FORESTS
Thoreau envisioned thar public lots and common lands could be
the basis for a new type of public conservation land. In 1859 he
wrote:

Each town should have a park, or rather a primitive forest, of five
hendred or a thousand acres, where a stick should never be cut for fuel,
a contman posiesston forever, for instruction and recreation. We hear

of cotw-cammens and ministerial lots, bur we wane men -commans and

7

many cases the town

church, school and in Y-F
Fueile

farm, or poor farm. G
Town farms were a land
based form of welfare,
The Yarmouth town

farm ook in an average

of 1267 transicnts a year
berween 1896 and 1898,
But as a local historian
noted, “after they were
required to work on the
farm's wood pile in
return for their keep, the
number of rtransients

decreased considerably.

lay lots, inalienable forev-
er. Lee ws keep the New
World netw. precevve all
the advantages of lving
the country. There & a
nieadow and pastiure and
woed-lot f&r the totn’s
poor, Wiy not a forest and
huckleberry-field for the

town ¥ righ1?

Today’s town forests
are an amalgamation of

Thoreau's vision. Each

town has its own man-

agement plan for their
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communal  woodlands,

In 1900 only 275
came.” In the first half
of the rwentieth century most town farms were cosed. Some were
sold and subdivided while others became wown forests, parks or
served some other municipal purpose. It is not known how many
wwn forests were originally town farms or public lows, Each town
torest has a specific history.,

Almost half of the land area of Maine never incorporated into
towns. !0 These lands are called the Unorganized Territories.
Approximately 456,000 acres of public lots remain from the initial
1280 acres per township required by the Common Wealth of
Massachusetts.!! Many of the public lots were sold o create rev-
enue for Massachusetts and later for Maine, Maine became 2 state
in 1820. In other cases, the timber and grass rights were sold on
public lots. These “"commons” rights were confused as a sign of
ownership. For many decades the ownership of the remaining
public lots was in debate, Significant legislation in 1973 and 1981
reclaimed public lots thar had fallen under quasi ownership.
Existing and reclaimed public lots were consolidared into Maine
Public Reserve Lands, ereating vital areas of public access in the
privately held northern forest. These lands are managed by the
Bureau of Parks and Lands (BPL). In the more rare cases where
Maine Public Reserve Lands are located in an incorporated town,
the BP'L credits 25% of all proceeds from timber harvesting to the

rown. 12

Figure 3. Proprietors Map of North Yarmouth (1681 to 1735).

but in general most of
these lands are urilized
for timber harvesting, recrearion and education. Today's town for-
est may not be as essential for the economy as early communal
linds, but many town foreses still generate income.

Communal woodlands used o be the outermost edge of pas-
oralfagricultural economies. Communal woodlands were a buffer
berween the culture of the town and the primeval nature of wilder-
ness, Clear distinctions were found berween communal woodlands
and surrounding wilderness, Thoreau makes such a distinction in
his description of the Maine wilderness when he writes, “here was
no man's garden... it was not lawn, nor pasture, nor mead, nor
woodland. nor lea, nor arable nor waste land."" Today town
forests are not buffers from wilderness, bur buffers controlling
urban sprawl,

Town forests and communal woodlots are now seen as a step
towards wilderness. a way to introduce nature into the civic fabric
of towns.

In the first half of the twenticth century concerted efforts were
made to encourage community forests in New England. This was
the golden age of community forests. Forestry by this point in time
was 4 defined profession, Concern for the timber supply during
World War 1, images of the dust bowl and the need 1o put men 1o
work creared a driving force promoting town forests, The Civilian
Conservation Corps claimed to have planted two billion trees by
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1941.1% Pamphlets and articles with names such as “Community
Forests: A Brief Explanation of What They Are and How They are
Established and Administered,” “Communiry Forests: A Pracrical
Step in Post-War Planning” and “Community Forests for Rural
People” were published by the U.S Forest Service, U.S
Department of Agriculture, regional planning commissions and
such groups as the 4-H Club (Fig, 4). A 1940 joint report by the
US Departments of Foresery and  Agriculture  entitled

Theoretically speaking, contemporary environmentalism favors
mix use urban areas where people can live, work, shop, walk, gar-
den and socialize without the barriers of highways and segregated
zoning, lronically, contemporary environmentalism prefers natur-
al areas o have only one use, excluding most human activiry,
Town forests should be seen as precedents for the environmental
movement as well as places that reconcile the differences berween

the practice of forestry and rural land use with the practice of envi-

“Community Forests in the Unired Srares”
noted that Maine had 25 communirty forests
compared to 177 in Massachuserts, 44 in
Vermont and 102 in New Hampshire.!6

EXAMPLES OF TOWMN FORESTS

I chose to study town forests in Brunswick,
Cumberland and Morth Yarmouth. In gener-
al, these forests reflect a community’s envi-
ronmental ethics, Town forests in North
Yarmouth and Cumberland assume many
roles and conservation ethics doverail with
ecological education, recreation and sound
timber harvesting practices. In the current

politicized climate for the timber industry,
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ronmentalism.

In 1907 the Cumberland Town Forest was
= given o the town by the Drowne family. The
= land was donated with the understanding
that it would be used 1o support education
and the study of the environment. The size
of the forest has been reduced over the years.
A dump, playing fields and a school were
carved from the town forest. After looking
at many options, the Town of Cumberland
announced in May 1997 that the new twwn
hall would be located within the town forest.

These intrusions into the town forest
should not be read as disregard. Cumberland
takes great care in the management of the

LOED LIBRARY. HARVARD UNIVERSITY

BONTON

town forests provide an opportunity to prac-
tice and demonstrate economically and eco-
logically successful timber management. gt

Most people are aware of Brunswick Association.
Commons, but few are familiar with Brunswick’s 129 acre town
forest Jocated at the site of the former dump en Pleasant Hill
Road. Public access to the Brunswick Commons is promoted.
Access to the Brunswick Town Forest is not permiteed and a man-
agement plan prepared by 5.D. Warren in the 1970 is now
ignored. During the 1970's and early 1980°s when the Brunswick
Town Forest was harvested, proceeds were used to purchase addi-
tional public lands in the town.!” This funding strategy should be
considered in other towns,

The Brunswick Town Forest is one of the many different types
of conservation land in Brunswick, including The Commons,
public parks, shore access, conservation easements, apen space gen-
erated from subdivisions, wee farms and vacant woodlots. The
number of protected lands is increasing through the efforts of the
conservation commission, the planning office and organized land
trusts, The fact that the Brunswick Town Forest is no longer man-
aged for timber might illustrate the schism beoween main stream,
urban based environmentalism and rural forestry practices. To a
certain extent, town forests are not embraced by the main stream
environmental movement beciuse they are net an ourgrowth of
1970's environmentalism, but more an outgrowth of centuries old

woodland management practices.

Figure 4. Pamphlet published by
the Massachusetts Forest and Park

town forest and its history. Pride in the rown
forest goes back as far as 1928 when a local
schoolgirl wrote a prize winning essay enti-
tled, “Town Forest: What the Cumberland
Town Forest Means to Greely Institute and the Town.” This short
essay describes the importance of the town forest as an educarion-
al tool, but it also notes that the 100 acre Drowne Farm given to
the town represented the only intact farm as laid out by the origi-
nal North Yarmourth Proprietors.!$ The 100 acre Drowne Farm
was one of the “after divisions” shown on the Proprierors Map of
North Yarmouth. It can be said that the proprietors subdivided the
Drowne farm from the blanket of nature in the cighteenth
century and the Drowne family returned the land to nature in the
twentieth cenmury.

Cumberland has hundreds of acres of conservation and recre-
ation community lands, bur the rown forest is important because
it supports other civic functions such as the landfill (closed), play-
ing fields, school, rown hall and most imporantly lessons in the
histary of forestry in Maine. Beoween 1928 and 1934, Greely stu-
dents planted 4900 Whire Pines, 1900 Red and Norway Pines,
3000 Scotch Pines and 2700 White and Norway Spruce under the
supervision of Ernest Rand. In 1950 Ernest Rand wrote thar “it
will probably be another 40 to 50 years before the trees should be
selectively harvested, and provided there is no heavy fire, wind and
insect damage, the income to the town should be a substancial

amount for the school department.”’” Harvesting of the trees
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