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Welcome to Old Harris
Welcome to our interpretive guidebook for the Old Harris Road Preserve,
owned and managed by the Royal River Conservation Trust.
This guidebook will help you explore the many wonders along our nature
trail. Each section of the guidebook will have a signpost number and season
marked at the top of each page. When you walk the trail, you will find several
numbered signposts. Each number will correspond to a section in the
guidebook, but pay attention to what season it is! These signposts will move
during the spring, summer, fall, and winter. So - use the seasons and signpost
numbers to match what you see on the trail to what is shown in the
guidebook.
Each section of the guidebook will share some aspect of the natural world.
There is a lot of nature to talk about, so maybe one day you can write a section
for this guidebook, with something interesting you know or observed on the
trail? Check back every so often - this guidebook is intended to grow and
change as the seasons and years pass.
Royal River Conservation Trust is a land trust. We acquire land to protect
habitat for birds, mammals, and other animals and plant life. We also acquire
land so that people can take quiet walks in the woods and sit by streams.
Sometimes we are lucky enough to create projects like this guidebook.
Enjoy your visit and come again soon.

Trail Map

Royal River Watershed Map

History of Old Harris Road Preserve
Learn part of the history of Old Harris Road Preserve.

Town boundary changes
Old Harris Road Preserve is in the Town of Pownal - but Pownal used to be a
different town.
• The Town of North Yarmouth was established in 1680. Pownal was part
of this old, larger version of North Yarmouth.
• In 1789, Freeport, along with the land of today’s Pownal, separated from
North Yarmouth.
• In 1808, Pownal separated from the Town of Freeport and was
established as its own town.

Maine’s first people
Before Europeans arrived in Maine, Pownal’s original inhabitants were the
Abenaki. The Abenaki are part of the Wabanaki Confederacy, who are
referred to as the “people of the first light” or “people of the dawnland.” Maine
is the first U.S. State to see the morning sun.
During the early 1700s when Europeans were in Maine, the Wabanaki created
a Confederacy against the British for defense and survival. The Confederacy
consisted of the Abenaki and a handful of other nations. The Wabanaki had
very different concepts about trade, land, and ownership than the Europeans
and the Wabanaki used to be the sole humans across the state of Maine. Now,
peoples indigenous to Maine control only 1% of their former land – and none

near Pownal. Abenaki and Wabanaki people continue to live in Maine and
other places across the United States.

Harris Road
Old Harris Road Preserve became a permanently protected place for habitat
and human connection in 2007, when the Royal River Conservation Trust
conserved the land with generosity from the Sweetser-Adcock family and the
Town of Pownal. The interpretive trail that you walk on is an old road bed.
This road, Harris Road, existed in the 1800s and was used until the 1940s. The
road is likely named after the Harris family. The Harris family married the
Noyes family. The Noyes family owned the neighboring land before it became
a cemetery. The Town bought land from the Noyes in 1883 and in the 1920s
for the cemetery. Harris Road was a main roadway in town between 1892 and
1943 and its use may have stopped because it was next to the cemetery.
Snowmobilers and walkers continue to use the old road today.

Signpost #1

All Seasons

The Big Opening
See how a forest evolves and changes over time and learn how different plants and animals
respond to those changes.

Shaped by sunlight
The opening in front of you once had tall trees, as tall as those at the edge of
the opening. The Town of Pownal removed the trees because the land you’re
looking at is a woodlot. A woodlot is used for lumber and firewood. Once in a
while, the Town harvests trees from different parts of their land. Trees have
many human uses. The trees that used to be in this clearing may be part of a
building somewhere in Pownal, or may have heated someone’s home during a
cold winter night.
Listen, explore, and look around. Imagine what this clearing would have
looked like after all the trees were removed several years ago. The clearing
would have been mostly bare ground, with maybe a plant here or there.
Without the protection of trees, the soil would have been exposed to hot and
dry conditions, flooding and saturation, and strong winds. Why did the plants
and trees that you see now grow from the bare ground, instead of different
plants and trees?

Forest succession
In the middle of the clearing, among the pines,
you will see a group of trees growing. These
trees are called bigtooth aspen. Sometimes they
are called bigtooth poplar. Bigtooth aspen are
one of a handful of tree species that like to grow
on disturbed sites in Maine. These trees need a

Signpost #1

All Seasons

lot of sunlight. Eventually, this opening will grow into an old forest again, and
the bigtooth aspen will be replaced with white pine and red oak that grow
more slowly. You can see red oak growing on the edges of the big opening.
What is happening in front of us is forest succession. Forest succession is the
natural replacement of tree and plant species in a forest over a period of time,
or stages.

Imagine

What did this big opening look like when it was cleared? What do you
think it will look like in 50 years? Draw a picture, or talk about it with a
friend or family member.

What stage a forest is in will determine what animals live and travel in the
forest. In 2021, there are patches of bare ground with full sunlight. These
patches of bare ground are abundant with ant hills in the summertime. Are
any animal tracks visible near the ant hills?
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Eastern white pine
Look out in the opening. Do you see all the small pine trees growing? These
are eastern white pine trees. The white pine is the state tree of Maine and can
grow over 100 feet tall. They often grow 1 foot every year. Walk out to what
you think may be a white pine, and you should see needles 3-5 inches long and
in clusters of 5. When white pines are young, you can guess their age based on
their whorls. A whorl is a part of the trunk where several branches come out.
Study the example below. Can you find a white pine that is your age? Older
trees shed branches as they age, so at a certain point, the only way to know the
age is by looking at the rings inside the trunk.
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Thoits Branch
Learn about watersheds, riparian zones, and how all life depends on water.
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What is a watershed?
Thoits Branch is a stream in the Royal River watershed. Here a few things to
remember about watersheds:
• If you stand in a stream, your feet get wet. But if you stand in a
watershed, your feet are usually dry because watersheds are anywhere on
the planet where you can stand!
• Watersheds are areas of land where water flows and drains into a
common body of water like a stream, river, or lake.
• The water in a watershed moves from higher areas to lower areas.
• Watersheds add together to make bigger and bigger watersheds.
Old Harris Road Preserve is in the Thoits Branch watershed. All water in the
Thoits Branch watershed flows and drains to one spot - the East Branch of the
Royal River. If you add Thoits Branch watershed and all the smaller
watersheds around it, you get the Royal River watershed. All water in the
Royal River watershed flows and drains into one spot – Casco Bay and the
Atlantic Ocean!

The Royal River
The Royal River’s headwaters are at Sabbathday Lake. The Royal River’s
original name is “Wescustogo.” Wescustogo means “muddy waters” and is the
name that the Abenaki used for hundreds and hundreds of years before
Europeans arrived to Maine. The Royal River, and Thoits Branch, are often a
muddy, chocolate color because the bottom of many stream channels in the
Royal River Watershed are marine clay. Marine clay is a type of soil. It exists
because some of the land in Pownal used to be part of the ocean. Places at
higher elevations, like Bradbury Mountain, were islands.
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Place of Peace

The Wabanaki name for the area surrounding Casco Bay is Cascoak. This
roughly translates as “a place of Great Blue Herons.” It is also known to
the Wabanaki as “a place of peace.” Casco Bay was a place where many
people would meet because of its network of rivers and islands. The Casco
Bay area had many important canoe routes for the Abenaki and other
traveling Wabanaki.

Life needs water
Nearly 70% of the Earth’s surface is water. Water can be saltwater (found in
the ocean) or freshwater (found in Thoits Branch and everywhere except the
ocean). Sometimes it is a mix of salt and freshwater (brackish). Regardless of
whether it is salt, freshwater, or a mix - all life needs water to survive. It is the
basic ingredient of life.
All streams start from either another stream, a pond, lake, wetland,
groundwater or spring, or surface runoff when it rains. Streams provide water
to:
• Nearby trees, plants, and animals
• Animals on their daily travels or yearly migrations
• A whole host of organisms that live in the stream, some big and some
small
Fish, salamanders, frogs, and insects can all be found along a healthy stream
like Thoits Branch. There are rumors of Brook Trout in Thoits Branch. Are
there any trout swimming below?
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What if?
• Thoits Branch is named after the
Thoits family, who first arrived in
Pownal in 1806.
• In the late 1960s, the Town of Pownal
almost dammed Thoits Branch to
build a mile long lake. The Town
thought a lake would provide a nice
destination for fishing, swimming,
and other forms of recreation.
• After many conversations, the project
to dam Thoits Branch did not happen.
If this stream was a lake, would it help
or hurt life around it?

• A dam is a barrier that
slows the flow of water,
so a pond or lake
develops behind it.
• Beavers create dams that
are smaller than most
human dams. Scientific
studies have shown that
beaver dams can increase
the amount of life around
them.

Keeping our streams healthy
Healthy streams:
• Keep water clean
• Reduce large flooding events
• Cycle nutrients
• Create healthy rivers, lakes, ponds, and even oceans
• And much more!
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To keep streams healthy, it is important to have a healthy riparian zone. A
riparian zone is an area bordering streams and other bodies of water. You can
often tell when you enter a riparian zone because the types of plants and
animals change. Can you spot a clear riparian zone at Thoits Branch?

This drawing is an example of a riparian zone. The thicker arrows show where
water moves and the thinner arrows show how riparian zones help keep a
stream healthy:
• Tree shading helps streams stay cool enough for aquatic plants and
animals to live.
• Trees provide what is called coarse woody debris to streams. Coarse
woody debris are trees or parts of trees in a stream. This debris can
sometimes benefit streams by slowing water, adding complex structures
for fish and invertebrate habitat, and reducing flood risk.
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• Trees also drop leaves in streams during the fall. These fallen leaves
release nutrients when they are in water and create a “watershed tea”
that keeps streams and their creatures healthy.
• Plants, grasses, and, trees capture human pollutants and excessive
sediment (soil, silt, sand, gravel) from entering streams.

Signpost #2

Measuring water quality

Testing water chemistry can reveal lot
about a stream. There are many possible
measures but several common ones are:
• Dissolved oxygen
• Nitrate
• Phosphate
• Temperature
• pH

All Seasons

With a warming climate, cold
streams can be important for
the food web in a watershed,
with fish like brook trout
requiring cold water yearround.

pH describes how acidic the
water is by using a range of
Dissolved oxygen (the term for oxygen in numbers from 0-14. If water’s
the water) is important because all aquatic pH level is closer to 0, it is
acidic. If it’s closer to 14 it is
animals need to breathe. Low dissolved
called basic or alkaline. Most
oxygen would make it hard for aquatic
aquatic animals and plants are
animals to live.
adapted to a certain pH.
Pollutants that shift the pH too
While nutrients like nitrogen and
far in either direction can
cause harm. Because there is
phosphorus are good for organisms, too
no riparian buffer on the trail,
much nitrate and phosphate can cause a
when it rains, the acidic pine
plant growth explosion in streams and the
needles could be entering the
water bodies (like Casco Bay) that streams
stream from the large trees
drain into. More plants would seem to be
next to the trail. Besides the
good, but excessive plant and algae
trail though, Thoits Branch has
a healthy riparian zone. Water
populations (called algal blooms) can
deplete the dissolved oxygen when the algae quality in one stream can affect
other streams further down in
die and sink to the bottom. This
the watershed.
decomposition process of removing the
dissolved oxygen is called eutrophication.
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Fall and Winter

What trees are these?
Practice identifying trees you often find in Maine forests.

Look around the signpost. There are 9 different tree species within 30 feet of
the signpost. Can you find all 9 species? They are:
• American Beech
• Northern Red Oak
• Striped Maple
• Red Maple
• White Ash
• Yellow Birch
• Paper Birch
• Eastern Hemlock
• Eastern White Pine
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Hints
Identifying trees can be tricky. Here are a few clues to help identify the 9 trees
around you. Are there any other tree species we are missing on our list?
• Eastern hemlock and white pine – look for evergreen trees with needles.
One tree has short needles, the other tree has long needles.
• Yellow and paper birch – the paper birch has white-gray bark that is
peeling and looks like paper. The yellow birch is nearby with similar, but
darker bark that peels in very small curls.
• Striped maple – look for striped bark with a green and black trunk.
Striped maple is very smooth to the touch.
• American beech – the bark is light gray and smooth. If the bark is
affected by beech bark disease, the bark can have rough dots along the
entire trunk. During winter, sometimes dead beech leaves will remain on
the branches, even though it is a deciduous tree.
Identifying the red maple, white ash, and northern red oak is easier when
there are leaves on trees. Look at a field guide to see the leaf differences! In the
winter, identification among the three trees can be more difficult. Maple and
ash both have opposite branching. Oaks have alternative branching. Ash bark
has deeper ridges than maple bark. The contrasting color patterns on northern
red oak bark look like ski tracks.
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Fall

Leaf litter or leaf life?
Every part of a forest is important, including the leaves on the ground.

Nothing is trash or waste in the natural world. Every fall, deciduous trees give
back to the ground. A deciduous tree drops all its leaves in the fall unlike an
evergreen tree. An evergreen tree keeps its leaves (needles) year-round
although it does drop and add new needles all the time. Deciduous trees drop
their leaves because they want to save their energy during the cold winters
with less sunlight. Trees move leftover leaf nutrients to their roots for later
use. Then, the leaves change color and drop to the forest floor. Different trees
have different fall-colored leaves.
Leaves help the forest floor in many ways. Some of those ways are:
• Trapping moisture and regulating temperature
• Decomposing and providing important nutrients (carbon, nitrogen, and
phosphorus) to the soil
• Providing food for decomposers, like fungi, which are the organisms that
produce mushrooms!
Leaves provide these benefits - and many more. Birds and
other animals are happy if there are leaves on the ground. If
there are more leaves, there will be more insects, which
means more bird snacks. The iconic wood thrush, a
common bird in Maine forests during summertime, relies
on caterpillars, millipedes, and other insects for food.
Listen for the “ee-o-lay” sound in the summertime. By the
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time fall arrives each year, most of the wood thrush have begun or have

Fall

already migrated to Central America. Central America is warmer during our
cold winter so there are more insects to eat.

Hidden insects

Can you find an insect hidden under a leaf? If you have a yard, try saving a
small section from raking this fall. Look for insects where there are leaves,
and then look in the grass without leaves. Are there differences between the
two locations?
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Dead trees keep giving
Investigate the life cycle of a tree and how different stages of a dying tree all contribute to
ecosystems.

What are snags, logs, and stumps?
Look around. Do you see any trees that look unhealthy? A snag is a dead or
dying tree that is still standing but is in the process of decomposing. Once the
tree, or part of the tree falls to the ground, it is called a log. The part of the tree
left in the ground after the tree falls is called a stump. Snags, logs, and stumps
each play an important role in a forest ecosystem.

Life cycle of a tree
Trees have a life cycle just like all living organisms. They grow, reproduce, live,
and die. Trees die for a variety of reasons such as drought, disease, insects,
pollution, wildfire, and old age. Just because a tree dies, however, does not
mean that it has no purpose. Snags, logs, and stumps support many other
organisms in the forest.
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The ecosystem role of snags, logs, and stumps
Snags provide a home for many animals including birds, bats, squirrels, and
raccoons. Woodpeckers, for example, build nests inside of dead tree trunks.
Snags provide landing spots for birds of prey, like eagles and
hawks, to search for food below.
Insects, mosses, lichens, and fungi grow in and on the dead tree.
In addition, they help to decompose the tree and return
nutrients to the soil.

Find a snag near you
As you walk through your backyard or in the forest, can you see any trees that
are in the process of decay? Here are some things to look for:
•
•
•

Dead or missing branches
Loose or no bark
Broken trunk, fallen logs, stump

Healthy tree to stump

Can you find three trees in different stages at Old Harris Road Preserve?
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Snow depth
Learn and question how seasonal patterns and tree characteristics impact wildlife.

How many inches did it snow?

Head out to this signpost right after a snowstorm. With a ruler, measure the
snow three times in nearby locations under deciduous trees. Then, measure the
snow three times in nearby locations underneath evergreen trees. Is there a
difference in snowfall between the evergreen and deciduous areas? Remember
that evergreens keep their leaves (needles) during winter.

Evergreen trees provide food and shelter for wildlife during the winter. Some
animals hibernate during winter. But many other animals stay awake
throughout the year and need to find food and shelter during the winter.

Signpost #4

Winter

Evergreens can reduce wind chill and create warm insulation for deer. Snow
piles on needles and branches above deer, trapping heat.
Evergreen branches give a place for birds to hide, like the black-capped
chickadee, Maine’s state bird. This bird likes using pine trees for shelter and
will compete with fewer birds for food during the winter since many birds
migrate south when cold weather arrives.

Signpost #3

Spring

Spring Ephemeral Flowers
Discover the world of small plants growing under our large trees.

What are they?
Spring ephemerals are plants that you can find under trees. These plants are
ephemeral – meaning you can see them only for a very short time. They are
perennial. That means the plant can live for many years. After the plant
flowers in spring, they hide underground until the next spring when they
emerge from the thawed soil! Remember where there is a spring ephemeral
this year, and come back next year to see if it appears again!

Why only spring?
All plants need light. Spring ephemerals are all the way at the bottom of the
forest floor. By late spring or early summer, trees will have leaves again and
not as much sunlight reaches the forest floor. So, spring ephemerals emerge
and race to make their flowers while sunlight still reaches the forest floor. The
plants need the flowers to create seeds.

Signpost #3

Spring

What’s around you?
Get into the habit of looking closely at the ground during springtime. As you
walk along this trail, what plants do you see?
Hint – can you find and identify wood anemone, starflower, and azure
bluet?

Flowers are food
Our insects need spring flowers for food. Most insects prefer specific flowers
for their nectar and pollen. Caring for our spring ephemerals means that our
insects have food. And if our insects have food, we will keep hearing bird
songs all around us.
Did you know that Maine has almost 300 species of bees in our state! Some of
the same bees that need spring ephemerals for food may pollinate your tasty
blueberry bush in the summer.
Did you know many spring ephemerals save energy by closing their flowers at
night and on cloudy days?
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Spring

Bird Migration
Spring welcomes the return of many different birds you see and hear through the summer
and fall.

Returning home
Birds in Maine migrate, or travel elsewhere, to avoid Maine’s cold winters where food is
harder to find. Birds who return home live in Maine during the warm months to feed,
nest, and raise their young offspring. The migration journey can be difficult though! Birds
travel through storms and areas without trees to rest in. Some birds travel from and to
Maine at night and are affected by light pollution.

Seeing and hearing
When spring arrives, the empty winter air is filled with fluttering wings, chirps, and
songs. Depending on where you are outside, there will be different birds. This is because
birds prefer different places to feed, nest, and raise their young. With an opening in a
forest like this, what birds can you see or hear?
Do you hear a kee-eeeee…kee-eeeee….kee-eeeee? Grab binoculars and look for a broadwinged hawk. These birds like having nests at the edge of forest openings like this one.
Do you hear a different call from the woods that sounds like trees trees I love trees. You
probably are hearing a black-throated green warbler. Like the broad-winged hawk, this
is also a bird that migrates back to Maine in spring.
What else do you hear?
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Tree Pollination
Pollination
Trees are big plants, and just like plants, most of them flower to produce seeds.
These small seeds grow into tall trees that then produce their own seeds. For a
tree to produce seeds, pollination must occur. Pollination is when pollen
travels from one flower to another flower. There’s more to it, but this is the
first important step to learn.

How does pollen travel?
Pollen does not have legs or wings – so how does it travel from one tree to
another? Pollination happens through wind, water, birds, bats, and insects.
Some trees can self-pollinate and do not have to rely on another tree’s flowers.

Pollination at Old Harris Road
Most of the trees at Old Harris Road are pollinated by wind, including
• American Beech
• Northern Red Oak
• Striped Maple and Red Maple
• White Ash
• Yellow Birch and Paper Birch
• Eastern Hemlock and Eastern White Pine
Pollen can travel far in the wind! Pollen from ash can travel over 100 miles.
Some of the pollen from the ash here may be in the Atlantic Ocean with fish.
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Somewhere along Old Harris Road is a black cherry. Black cherry is pollinated
from insects instead of the wind. What clues can help you find the cherry tree?
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