Discover the Royal River and its Tributaries

FISHING THE INTERVALE
The Royal River is a coastal stream that originates at Sabbathday
Lake and flows east, eventually emptying into the
Casco Bay in Yarmouth. The most common fish
species anglers find in this area are Brook Trout
(photo top), Brown Trout (photo bottom),
American Eel, Rainbow Smelt, Catfish, and
Smallmouth Bass. Each year the Maine
Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife
stocks this section of the River with thousands of
Brook and Brown Trout ranging from as little as 1
inch fish to up to 10 inches.
Although Brown Trout are technically a
non-native species, they are an economically
important recreational fishery that were
introduced into the Royal River and can grow up
to 20 inches in length. Trout, especially the native
Brook Trout are very sensitive to environmental
changes and can be a good indication of the health
of the river.
Historically, the Royal River sustained populations of River Herring and Atlantic Salmon.
Although once plentiful along the Maine coast and in the rivers during spawning season, Atlantic
Salmon populations have been absent from the Royal for decades. Restoration of herring and
other species has been the topic of fish passage discussions in recent years in Yarmouth.
At the end of the small spur trail, in the marsh, look for a copper and glass sculpture by Evan
Haynes titled “Diatoms,” mounted on a granite post. Evan is a sculptor living in North Yarmouth
and New Zealand. Etched into the glass block are diatoms and other types of algae. These
microscopic plants are among the largest and ecologically most significant group of organisms
on the planet. They serve as the base of the aquatic food web, and through the process of
photosynthesis, provide us half of the oxygen we breathe. The inspiration for the etching came
from images of the microscopic algae captured from Royal River samples analyzed by the
FlowCAM, an imaging particle analyzer manufactured by Fluid Imaging Technologies founded
in Yarmouth and now based in Scarborough.
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MAJESTIC ELM TREES OF THE INTERVALE
Images of New Gloucester, by Thomas P. Blake and the New
Gloucester Historical Society (2009) contains photos of the
majestic elm trees that used to line the Royal River in the Intervale.
Today the elm trees still dominate, but
they die off before maturity due to
Dutch Elm disease. The disease first
hit the United States in 1928. Nearby
you can see both living and dead elm
trees, notable for their “Y” shaped
profile.
Invasive pests, diseases, and
non-native plants are a constant issue
for ecologists and land managers.
What species do you think get more
sunlight when the elms die back? Do you think the temperature of the water is warmer, because
of less tree cover?
Near the boat access point on this preserve, on the
road, is a small kiosk with a carving titled “Wild
Leek” by Laurie Sproul. Laurie is a sculptor living
and working in Brownville, Maine. Her floral
sculpture is increasingly influenced by the struggle
of nature in a warming world. Using local woods,
her new works play out the drama unfolding in our
ecosystems as species struggle to adapt. Native
wild leek along the Royal River is largely crowded
out by non-native invasive plants, including
Japanese knotweed and honeysuckle.
The nearby granite bench titled “Royal River
Oxbows” was made by local sculptor Jordan Smith.
Jordan grew up in New Gloucester, spending his childhood enjoying the Intervale Preserve. His
granite bench’s carving traces the path of the Royal River and its oxbows as it winds through
New Gloucester. Jordan now works as Jordan Smith Sculpture and as Rocksmith in Pownal.
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FARMING THE INTERVALE
We know that the land that is today RRCT’s Intervale Preserve
used to be pasture land. This parcel, once part of a larger nearby
farm, was donated to RRCT in 1991 by Jan Erikson and Nan Butterfield. The Chandler family is
in the process of donating another nearby parcel, owned
by the family for nearly two centuries, which they’ve
always referred to as “The Ox Pasture.”
We also know this land was pasture land because of the
presences of “Wolf Trees” especially “Wolf Pines.”
Wolves have a reputation of devouring everything around
them. Wolf trees have multiple stems taking up more
space and more light than a natural tall straight pine tree.
Also known as pasture pines or cabbage pines, the “wolf”
effect is the work of a native insect: the white pine
weevil, Pissodes strobi.
Nearby “Pineland” was named after the King’s Pines,
which grew tall and strong in native forests and were
hauled to ports like Freeport, on roads with names like
“Mast Road.” Wolf pines grew much later, filling in old
pastures.
The white pine weevil is a nondescript beetle about a quarter of an inch long. They lay eggs in
holes they cut in the bark just below the leading, topmost shoot. When the eggs hatch, the larvae
feed beneath the bark, girdling the shoot, which turns brown and droops, looking like a
shepherd’s crook.

The tree compensates for the death of the leader by
self-selecting a branch, or branches, as the new leader. Trees
that get “weeviled” year after year end up with a multitude of
“leaders” and no real trunk.
Weevils like a nice, thick, juicy leader on a tree that’s growing where the sun warms it in late
April or early May when the females are looking for a good spot to lay their eggs. Trees growing
in fields are prime targets.
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THE INTERVALE’S RAILROADS
The location of RRCT’s Intervale Preserve is between two
railroads, each of which used to host a passenger station and
freight depot very near the Preserve. From 1911 to 1975, the
closest railroad to the Preserve used to be crossed by an
elevated wooden road bridge carrying the Intervale Road
(Route 231), with embankments covering the shoulders that
we today use for Preserve parking.
The course of the Royal River roughly parallels one or two railroads for most of its length,
especially from Danville Junction in Auburn downstream to downtown Yarmouth. Where the
railroads are close the river, they have altered the velocity and flow of the river and impaired the
natural shoreline bank both with embankments and downstream erosion. Similarly, roads and
bridges create channels, speeding up the river and increasing erosion and siltation into Yarmouth
harbor and Casco Bay. Oxbows used to capture more of the siltation than happens today,
especially where oxbows were filled for embankments.
The first railroad (on the other side of the river from the Preserve, known as the St. Lawrence &
Atlantic (later known as the Grand Trunk Railway), first laid tracks through New Gloucester in
1848. The railroad was the vision of John Alfred Poor of Portland and Andover, Maine, brother
of the founder of Standard & Poor’s. Grand Trunk’s president Charles Melville Hays died on the
Titanic in 1912. Freight service to the last customer (B&M Baked Beans) was discontinued in
2015. The line has been recently studied as a possible route for passenger rail or commuter light
rail service from Portland to Lewiston-Auburn, or Montreal.
The Maine Central Railroad (closest to the Preserve) came to
town in 1870, now known as Pan Am. In 1998, then-owner
Guilford bought the name, colors and logo of Pan American
World Airways. In March 2006, Guilford Transportation
Industries changed its name to Pan Am Systems, and Guilford
Rail System was rebranded as Pan Am Railways.
.
On the primary kiosk to the preserve is a work by Mike Sproul titled
“Carbon Footprints.” Mike is an engineer for Pam Am Railways, driving
trains on the tracks running along the Intervale Preserve. A passionate
hunter and paddler, Mike’s footprints carved into the kiosk evoke both
Leave No Trace culture, and reminders of carbon footprints from individuals and society.

