HISTORICAL RESOURCES

HISTORY

Ben Ames Williams called it Fraternity Village, native Abenaki people called it Quantabacook.
We know our community today as Searsmont,' named after David Sears of Boston, former owner
and a proprietor of much of the land in the area. Situated in south-central Waldo County on the
banks of the St. George River, Searsmont lies at the intersection of several well-marked Native
American trails—including those leading to Appleton Ridge, Muzzy, Moody, and Belmont Road.
For generations, it served as a crossroads for northern tribes who gathered in what is now the
village area for fishing, oystering, and trade. The first permanent settlement by families of
European descent in the Searsmont village area was made in 1804, and the township was
surveyed in 1809. The town’s first official meeting took place on March 21, 1814, following its
incorporation in 1814, when Maine was still part of Massachusetts.

Before European settlers arrived, the Wawenocks, a tribe of the Abenaki people, resided along
the St. George River. They cultivated crops like pumpkins, maize, and beans and took advantage
of the rich resources of fish, shellfish, and game in the area. The Wawenocks called the river
“joiges,” meaning “delightful,” but early European settlers renamed it the Georges River. The
Wawenocks were one of four Abenaki tribes in the region, and their population, once numbering
around 10,000 in 1500, had been reduced to about 1,000 by the end of the American Revolution
due to diseases and conflicts.

European settlers first arrived in the area in the late 18th century, traveling along the Georges
River using Native American trails. Despite Native resistance, settlers continued to encroach on
indigenous lands, and by 1780, the area known as Ruffingham Village in Northwest Searsmont
was settled by families of mostly Scottish and Irish descent.

Searsmont’s economy grew around its abundant white pine timber and water resources, with the
construction of numerous mills. These mills, starting with Samuel Thompson’s mill in 1798,
produced high-quality lumber, including boards, shingles, and staves, some of which were even
sent to the West Indies. The Georges River played a crucial role in the settlement of Searsmont,
and in 1792, the Georges River Canal was constructed to connect the region’s inland products
with seaports. It was one of the earliest canal systems in the U.S. but failed to be financially
successful and was operational only until 1850.

In addition to its lumber mills, Searsmont was home to a variety of other industries, such as
tanneries, carriage shops, blacksmiths, and machine shops. By the 1800s, the town had become a
local shopping center for nearby communities, with several general stores, including the one in
North Searsmont and another built by Nathaniel Jackson in the village. In the mid-1800s, Dirigo
Hall, also known as VA Simmons building, was built, which housed a general store, a dance hall,
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and meeting rooms for fraternal organizations. The building was demolished in the 1960s and is
now the location of the town well and Fraternity Village Green.

During the 19th century, Searsmont saw the development of several hotels to accommodate
travelers along the stage route from Belfast to Wiscasset. These included the Hazeltine House,
Ansel Hook’s Inn, and the McFarland House. The McFarland House, located at the intersection
of Routes 131 and 173, was the largest hotel in Searsmont, offering accommodations to travelers.
However, these hotels no longer exist today.

In 1870, the Georges Valley Railroad was chartered to run from Warren to Belfast, passing
through Searsmont. Tracks were laid; however, the project was never completed beyond Union.

Around 1900, Searsmont's economy shifted due to a population decline as people moved to cities
for work, a reduction in lumber mills caused by overharvesting and industry changes, a general
decline in local industrial activity, and the indirect effects of the Civil War. These factors
contributed to a broader shift from rural to urban economies. As industrial activity waned,
farming emerged as Searsmont’s leading industry, with dairy farming and apple orchards playing
key roles. The Paul Ranch led the way as a major agricultural enterprise, covering over 1,000
acres and specializing in registered steers, vegetables, and strawberries, which were shipped to
Boston via steamship out of Belfast. Apple orchards also flourished, notably L.C. Bateman’s
renowned orchard in North Searsmont, further solidifying the town’s agricultural identity.
Orchard farmers grew apples extensively and some raised strawberries, blueberries, potatoes,
squash, corn, string beans, and dried beans, which were often canned in nearby towns.

However, the population continued to decline, dropping from 1,693 in 1850 to just 600 by 1960.
This led to the closure of Searsmont’s seven schoolhouses, which were no longer maintained due
to a lack of students. In 1937, the town voted to discontinue its high school and began paying
tuition for students to attend nearby schools in Belfast, Appleton, or Liberty. The schoolhouses
gradually closed, with the last one, located on the Meadow in North Searsmont, closing in 1957.

By the mid-1900s, farming declined, and Searsmont returned to its roots in the lumber industry,
this time with modern mills. The Sprowl Brothers Mill, built in 1941, was the first in town to
implement innovative technology. It later produced boat stock for shipbuilders from Canada to
Massachusetts, including material used for the Dirigo sloop. The mill remained in operation until
2010 when it closed due to an economic downturn. Pearse’s Mill, built in 1954 on Anderson
Stream, was a custom sawmill serving farmers and woodlot owners within a fifty-mile radius. It
operated until 1995. The revival of lumbering in Searsmont was driven by the post-World War II
economic boom, which increased demand for lumber in construction and infrastructure projects.
Technological advancements in milling improved efficiency, and growing local and regional
markets further fueled the timber industry’s resurgence.

In 1970, Searsmont received a Distinguished Achievement Award at the National Congress for
Beautification in Washington, D.C. The award was presented to Louise Robbins and Arthur
Albin by First Lady Pat Nixon. Between 1965 and 1970—a period known as the Searsmont
Community Betterment Days—the town undertook a series of beautification and infrastructure
projects. These included the demolition of old buildings, the creation of parks, the construction



of a dam at the foot of Quantabacook Lake, the opening of a sanitary landfill, and the installation
of a well house on Fraternity Village Green. Other efforts included the addition of a shelter and
screening fence at Veterans Memorial Park, the dedication of a soldiers’ monument stone with a
plaque donated by Cole’s Transportation Museum in Bangor, and the sponsorship of landscaping
and children’s programs. This era marked a period of revitalization for the town.

Today, Searsmont continues its lumbering heritage with Robbins Lumber, a modern mill located
off Ghent Road. The Robbins family purchased the original Dyer Mill in 1881, and the business
has grown to become one of the most advanced and recognized lumber operations in the state.
Robbins Lumber employs many workers from Searsmont and surrounding towns and has
received several awards for its forestry management practices. This modern industry continues to
build on the town’s rich history, combining tradition with innovation.

Ben Ames Williams

Ben Ames Williams (1889-1953) was a well-known American author with ties to Searsmont,
Maine. Although born in Mississippi, Williams spent much of his life in New England,
particularly in Maine, where he drew inspiration for many of his works. He had a summer home
in Searsmont, where he immersed himself in the local culture, which greatly influenced his
writing, particularly his depictions of rural Maine life.

Williams is perhaps best known for his psychological thriller Leave Her to Heaven (1944), which
became a bestseller and was adapted into a successful Hollywood film. Another notable work,
Come Spring (1940), was a historical novel about the early settlers of Union, Maine, which
closely mirrors the history of Searsmont and the surrounding region.

In addition to these works, Williams wrote Fraternity Village (1917), a novel inspired by
Searsmont. The book is a collection of interconnected short stories set in a fictional rural Maine
town that closely resembles Searsmont, both in geography and character. The title itself
references an actual area in Searsmont known as Fraternity Village. Williams' portrayal of
small-town life, local traditions, and the people of the community provides a rich literary
reflection of early 20th-century Maine.

Today, Ben Ames Williams is remembered as one of the region’s most significant literary
figures, with his works continuing to resonate with readers interested in rural New England life.

Searsmont Historical Society

The Searsmont Historical Society was established in November 1993 by residents committed to
preserving various aspects of the town’s history. The organization has collected old agricultural

machinery and tools, artwork, photographs, records, and other historical artifacts. Many of these
items are on display at the Heritage Center in the Searsmont Community Building, as well as in
the Historical Barn, which was newly constructed in 2010 behind the Community Building.

Meeting approximately six times per year from October through April, the Society remains
actively engaged in the community. It hosts special events, collaborates with the library, and
leads historical tours of different areas of town. In 1994, members photographed all residences in
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Searsmont as part of their documentation efforts. They have also provided classroom
demonstrations at Ames Elementary School. Additionally, the Society collects oral histories
through personal accounts from lifelong residents of Searsmont.

As a tax-exempt nonprofit organization, the Society relies on grants, donations, and membership
dues for funding. While there is a strong interest in surveying, authenticating dates, and
preserving historic buildings, the Society currently faces limitations in both financial and human
resources to undertake these efforts.

Collections:

Paleo Indian — on permanent loan from the State
Morrill farm

Isabelle Morse Marish

Historic Sites

The Maine Historic Preservation Commission (MHPC) is responsible for identifying, evaluating,
and protecting the state's significant cultural resources. To support this mission, the MHPC
maintains the Cultural & Architectural Resource Management Archive (CARMA), a
comprehensive database of historic properties, including buildings, structures, sites, districts, and
objects.

The MHPC classifies its information into three categories:

Prehistoric Archaeological Sites: These are locations that provide evidence of human
activity before written records, such as ancient habitation sites, tool-making areas, and
other cultural artifacts.

Historic Archaeological Sites: These sites pertain to the period after written records
began and can include remnants of structures, artifacts, and other evidence of past human
activities.

Historic Buildings/Objects: This category encompasses standing structures and objects
of historical significance, such as homes, churches, bridges, and monuments.
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Prehistoric Archaeological Sites

Searsmont's prehistoric archaeological sites are primarily located along Quantabacook Lake, the
St. George River, and its tributaries. These waterways provided essential resources for early
inhabitants, including settlement opportunities, economic sustenance, and transportation. The
oldest sites, found near the headwaters in Searsmont, date back approximately 7,000 to 9,000
years and include evidence of habitations, campsites, and tool-making activities. While these
sites are considered highly significant, much of the necessary archaeological survey work
remains incomplete. However, professional archaeological surveys have been conducted on
Quantabacook Lake, Lovejoy Pond, and along the utility corridor that runs through parts of
Searsmont.

In 1994, Maine State Archives archaeologist Stephen Cox led a prehistoric archaeological dig
near Route 173 (Woodsman’s Mill Road) and the South Montville town line. This excavation
uncovered artifacts and tools from Paleo-Indians dating back 12,000 years, representing one of
the largest known deposits in Maine. The Maine Historic Preservation Commission (MHPC)
later confirmed the site’s significance during power and gas pipeline surveys, highlighting the
need for further exploration, particularly in sandy glacial outwash soils and the St. George River
valley. This site was listed on the National Register of Historic Places in 1994.

Quantabacook Lake, stretching three miles in length and averaging more than one mile in width,
was historically an important hunting and fishing ground for the Tarrentines and Wawenocks, as
evidenced by numerous discovered stone implements, some potentially dating back to the Stone
Age. Early accounts from 1764 describe the lake as a hunter’s and trapper’s paradise. Nearby
Witcher Swamp has also been the setting for many local legends, including those documented by
author Ben Ames Williams.

Historic Sites and Structures

Searsmont has a rich architectural heritage, with several historic buildings listed on the National
Register of Historic Places:

e Hardscrabble Farm (Route 131): A property with a title traceable to 1620,
Hardscrabble Farm served as the writing base of author Ben Ames Williams for over 20
years. It remains in the Williams family.

e Moody Farm (Bickford’s Corner, Lawry Rd. & Rt. 173): Built in 1829, this historic
farm was added to the National Register in 2002.

Additionally, the MHPC has identified three historic archaeological sites in Searsmont through
testing along the gas pipeline corridor (October 2001):

o Joseph Jewett Homestead/Farmstead

e E. Lukas Homestead

o J.Jewett Sawmill
These 19th-century sites offer valuable insights into Searsmont’s early Euro-American
settlements. The MHPC recommends future survey efforts focus on sites related to the town’s
earliest inhabitants from the early 1800s.



Georges River Canal

The remnants of the historic Georges River Canal are still visible and accessible off Ghent Road.
As part of the Georges Highland Path project by the Georges River Land Trust, the Robbins
family has permitted public access along a section of the canal and river. The canal is listed on
both the State and National Registers of Historic Places, ensuring its protection in projects
utilizing federal funds.

A walking trail along the canal is maintained and open to the public except during the fall
hunting season. Interpretive kiosks along the trail provide historical context, detailing the canal’s
construction in the 1840s, its design, and operation. The trail also includes a self-guided tour
discussing the sustainable forestry practices of Robbins Lumber.

Historic Sites of Local Significance

While not included in the MHPC'’s official inventory, the Searsmont Historical Society has
identified several historically significant local sites:

e Keating Farm (Woodbine Cottage, Pond Road, 1798): The site of an early failed
cranberry bog project due to dam washout.

e Village Schoolhouse: Once a community center, the original brick structure was replaced
in 1963 and later sold after a new community building was completed in 2002.

e Other Historic Schoolhouses:

o North Searsmont Schoolhouse (formerly a nursery school)
o Ghent Schoolhouse (currently a private residence)
o Muzzy Ridge Schoolhouse (renovated in recent years)

e Old Town Well (Fraternity Village Green): Provided water for summer residents until
public use was discontinued.

e Riverside Cottage & Stable (North Searsmont): A former sportsman’s lodge used for
hunting, fishing, and social gatherings, now the site of a public boat landing.

e Lakeside Cottage (Chenery Cottage, Quantabacook Lake): Previously owned by
Governor William George Crosby in the 1800s, the property has remained in the same
family for over 150 years.

Samuel Thompson House (1792): One of the oldest structures in Searsmont.
Humphrey Hook House (1798, North Searsmont): Another early dwelling.
Hazeltine Mansion (1821, Veterans Memorial Park site): A grand home featuring
crystal chandeliers, a circular staircase, and ornate wallpaper, which later served as a
public house, town office, and meeting hall before its demolition during Searsmont
Community Betterment Days.

Morrill Farm:

Muzzy Ridge Farm — land granted,

Cemeteries

The oldest town cemetery is Riverside Cemetery, located east of the Fraternity Village Store on
the banks of the Anderson Stream. This cemetery was used for burial during the 1700’s and
1800’s, during which time some of the early settlers along with a lone Native American were
buried. Other cemeteries were laid out as the town expanded.



Other Items of Historic Interest

A meteoric stone fell and buried in a field owned by Reverend John Bean in southeast Searsmont
on May 21, 1871. The American Journal of Science includes a record made by Charles Upham
Shepard, Professor of Natural History at Amherst College, after his examination of a fragment of
the meteor. The stone is housed at the American Museum of Natural History in New York and
was the first piece in the museum’s meteorite collection.

Hundreds of Searsmont men and women have served in every branch of service and many gave
their lives in every conflict to date. Searsmont displays a soldiers’ monument in remembrance to
those who served in the Armed Forces of our country. A Veterans Board listing veterans who
fought in the twentieth century wars existed but fell into disrepair.

Many artists and writers have practiced their craft in Searsmont. The list from the past includes:
Ben Ames Williams, writer of Hardscrabble Farm; Francis “Fran” Sumner Merritt, founding
director of the Haystack Mountain School of Crafts and wife Priscilla Merritt; Willard Metcalf of
Gallup Farm; Hartwell Leon Woodcock of Woodbine Cottage; Willard Leroy, painter; Belle
Lowell, painter; Bartlett Whiting, writer; and Alice Goudy, writer of children’s books. Ms.
Goudy was nominated for one of the prestigious Newbury Awards.

A Note from Searsmont’s Centennial Celebration

From the Lewiston Evening Journal, August 11, 1914:

“Searsmont is one of the few towns in Maine where the changed economic conditions of the
country have made but little inroads. The same blood that was there a century ago is here today.
The men and women who hewed their homes from the wilderness were of virile stock, staunch
and brave, industrious and God fearing, and these stern virtues were the heritage of their
children... It is a town where sturdy virtues mark the character of the people, and where a
patriotic love of home is taught around every hearth.”

Regional Issues

The St. George River and Georges River Canal is shared by several townships, including Warren
Union, Appleton, and Searsmont. Searsmont should continue to work with the Georges River
Land Trust and other regional historic preservation organizations to protect important pieces of
our history.

Protective Measures

Searsmont has taken steps to define and safeguard its historic and archeological resources. Since
the 2013 Comprehensive Plan, a member of the Planning Board, also affiliated with the State
Bureau of Historic Preservation, played a key role in clarifying what constitutes historic and
archaeological resources. This effort led to an update of the town's Land Use Ordinance,
providing better protections for these valuable sites and ensuring that future development is
mindful of their preservation.



Currently, the Searsmont Land Use Ordinance requires consideration of significant historic and
archaeological resources only if a proposed use or development is located within the shoreland
zone, part of a subdivision or mobile home park, or subject to site plan review. The ordinance
does not extend protections to historic and archaeological resources in cases involving the
construction of single or two-family homes, farming or forestry, or home occupations, unless
they fall within shoreland zones.

Shoreland zoning provides specific protection for archaeological sites within shoreland zones
(Section 815.24):

"Any proposed land use activity involving structural development or soil disturbance on
or adjacent to sites listed or eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places
must be submitted by the applicant to the Maine Historic Preservation Commission
(MHPC) for review and comment at least 20 days before the permitting authority takes
action. The permitting authority must consider the comments received from MHPC
before making a decision."

For subdivisions, the preliminary plan must identify any areas listed or eligible for listing on the
National Register of Historic Places. Provisions for subdivisions and mobile home parks include
protection for historic features within these projects under Section 1007.7. "Impact on Natural
Beauty, Aesthetics, Historic Sites, Wildlife Habitat, Rare Natural Areas, or Public Access to the
Shoreline." This section states:

“If any portion of the subdivision is designated a site of historic or prehistoric importance
by the comprehensive plan, National Register of Historic Places, or the Maine Historic
Preservation Commission, appropriate measures for the protection of the historic or
prehistoric resources shall be included in the plan. When the historic features to be
protected include buildings, the placement and architectural design of new structures in
the subdivision shall be similar to the historic structures. The Board shall seek the advice
of the Maine Historic Preservation Commission in reviewing such plans.”

The site plan review process also offers protections for historic buildings when a development
project requires this review under Section 1102.5, General Review Standards (B.1. Preserve and
Enhance the Landscape):

“Environmentally sensitive areas such as significant wildlife habitat, wetlands, steep
slopes, flood plains, historic buildings, existing archaeological sites, and unique natural
features will be maintained and preserved to the maximum extent as deemed by the
Board...”

Actions in Support of Searsmont’s Historical Resources

Over time, many of Searsmont’s historic building sites have fallen into disrepair. The primary
threat to these valuable historic and archaeological resources is a lack of awareness and
insufficient funding for their maintenance and preservation. Preserving historic buildings can be
costly, especially for private property owners, who often struggle to afford necessary repairs or
upkeep. Without adequate financial support, the Historical Society faces significant challenges in
implementing effective preservation efforts including professionally surveying and safeguarding
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valuable sites. Additionally, the Society's limited volunteer capacity further restricts its ability to
engage in extensive preservation work or outreach efforts. Furthermore, without a
comprehensive understanding of these resources’ significance, their cultural and historical
importance can be easily overlooked by local residents and property owners. To address these
challenges, it is crucial to invest in education, promote increased community engagement, secure
targeted funding, and expand volunteer involvement, all of which will ensure the long-term
preservation of Searsmont’s rich historic and cultural heritage.

The following are actions the town has identified to protect Searsmont's historic and
archaeological resources:

e Map Historical & Archaeological Sites for Use in Building Permit and Development
Application Review: One key tool that would help the Planning Board evaluate potential
impacts to historic and archaeological resources is the creation of a user-friendly map that
clearly identifies these resources. This map could be used by the Code Enforcement
Officer (CEO) and the Planning Board during the review of development applications.
Currently, gathering accurate and comprehensive information on these resources is
challenging due to a lack of available data, which makes it difficult to properly assess
potential impacts. A well-organized map would streamline the review process and help
ensure that historic and archaeological sites are effectively protected during future
development.

e Incorporate Archaeological and Environmental Impact Studies in Dam Removal
Projects: Given the density of archaeological sites around waterbodies in Searsmont, it is
essential to incorporate comprehensive archaeological and environmental impact studies
into any proposed dam removal projects. These studies will help identify potential risks
to historical and archaeological resources, ensuring that at-risk sites are protected. By
conducting these assessments, the town can minimize disturbances to these valuable
resources and effectively manage the impacts of dam removals, thus preserving the
integrity of Searsmont’s natural and cultural heritage for future generations.

e Provide Information to Property Owners About Identified Historical and
Archaeological Sites: Engaging property owners helps protect these sites and fosters a
broader community understanding of local history. Offer owners of properties with
recognized historical and/or archaeological resources detailed information about these
sites. This could include educational resources, guidelines for preservation, and potential
benefits of maintaining the historical value of their properties.

e Support Searsmont’s Historical Society through Membership and Volunteer
Recruitment: Continue to strengthen the Historical Society by promoting membership
and volunteer recruitment efforts. Increased community participation and support will
help ensure the Society’s ongoing activities, educational programs, and preservation
efforts are sustainable and impactful.

e Expand Knowledge and Documentation of Searsmont’s Indigenous History: Make a
concerted effort to expand the town’s knowledge and documentation of its Indigenous
history. Work with historians, local Indigenous communities, and educational institutions
to uncover and record the town’s rich Native history. This effort should focus on
understanding and respecting the cultural significance of the land and its early
inhabitants.
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Identify Buildings of Historic Significance and Create a Historic Building Profile:
Work with the Historical Society to identify and document buildings of historic
significance in Searsmont. Develop profiles of these buildings, including historical
characteristics, architectural features, and the cultural or social importance of each
structure. These profiles should be made available to property owners as part of their tax
records and/or property disclosures, offering valuable context about the historical
significance of their buildings and encouraging preservation efforts.
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