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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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