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  Bar Harbor was sparsely settled in the 1870s.


  History of Mount Desert Island


  Even before it was discovered by Europeans, Mount Desert Island was a special place for Native American people. Evidence of their activities here dates back nearly five thousand years. This early history is sketchy at best, but it is obvious that the island was used for its rich natural wealth. Hunting, fishing, clamming, and berry picking drew people to these shores. And, as today, the relatively mild climate—tempered by the Atlantic Ocean—allowed Native Americans who came to Mount Desert Island to escape the heat of summer or the bitter cold of winter.


  On September 5, 1604, the French explorer Samuel de Champlain landed on Mount Desert. Noting that it was indeed an island, he made the following entry in his journal: “The mountain summits are all bare and rocky .... I name it l ’Isles des Monts-déserts.” In 1613, a French Jesuit settlement was established at the head of Somes Sound, but within weeks it was destroyed by the English.


  For nearly one hundred and fifty years after its discovery, Mount Desert Island did not have a permanent settlement due to conflicts between the French and the English. It wasn’t until 1760 that Abraham Somes and James Richardson established their families at what is now Somesville, which became the first permanent settlement on the island. Fishing, lumbering, shipbuilding, and farming were the occupations of the early residents. Hardy Yankee stock labored and prospered on this land so intimately connected to the sea.


  In 1844, artist Thomas Cole visited Mount Desert Island. Although he was not the first to portray the area on canvas, Cole was, no doubt, the most influential. Because he was the leader of the Hudson River School, his paintings of Mount Desert attracted others to the coast of Maine. Scientists, religious leaders, and other artists came to the island to enjoy the natural beauty of this coastal wonderland. Known as “rusticators,” these early visitors would stay with the local people, eat their simple food, hike the mountains, canoe the lakes, and commune with the environment. It was said that they were living “the good life on a simple scale.”


  Because it was remote from the cities of the East yet within a few days’ travel, many wealthy families found Mount Desert Island an ideal retreat, where the rules of high society were somewhat relaxed. By the 1880s, the atmosphere of the island had changed. Local inns and rooms­to-let were replaced with large hotels and elegant private “cottages.” Elaborate dinner parties, afternoon teas, and formal dances replaced the day-long hikes, simple picnics, and rustic living of earlier days. Atwater Kent, a wealthy summer resident noted for hosting lavish social events, made the comment that this was “the good life on a grand scale.”
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  Rusticators enjoy a Mount Desert summer.
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  George Dorr was the park’s first superintendent.


  Although the wealthy were responsible for the increased development of Mount Desert, it was through their efforts that preservation of the island began. In 1901, summer residents headed by Charles Eliot, president of Harvard, and George B. Dorr, a wealthy Bostonian, established the Hancock County Trustees of Public Reservations for the purpose of acquiring and preserving land for public use. In 1916, some five thousand acres were proclaimed Sieur de Monts National Monument by President Woodrow Wilson. George Dorr became its first superintendent. In 1919, it became Lafayette National Park, and in 1929 the name was changed to Acadia. Today the park encompasses more than forty thousand acres, preserving rocky shore, mixed woodlands, clear lakes, exposed mountaintops, and the rich human history of the area.
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  The Dane Cottage was one of Mount Desert’s palatial summer homes.


  The Loop Road


  Until the early part of the twentieth century, automobiles were banned from Mount Desert Island. Southwest Harbor lifted the restriction in 1911, and Bar Harbor followed suit in 1913. By 1915, cars were allowed everywhere on the island, and it soon became necessary to provide roads to the newly formed national park. Between 1925 and 1941, the park service built the Loop Road with financial and technical support from John D. Rockefeller Jr.
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  Shaped by the expertise of noted landscape architect Frederick Law Olmstead Jr., it was designed to “...lead one through a series of visual experiences.” Hence, the Loop Road does not draw attention to its own design and construction, but rather leads your eye to the beauty of nature and to the island itself.


  This book will take you on a journey around Acadia’s Loop Road. Your tour will begin as you leave the Visitor Center parking lot and proceed straight at the stop sign. This portion of the park road, completed in 1953, will connect to the loop section in about three miles. The speed limit is thirty-five miles per hour (except where posted otherwise), and at this speed you could, in theory, drive the twenty-mile loop in an hour.


  However, if you take the time to see and experience just the stops discussed in this book, you may find that your visit could extend to a day, a week, or even a lifetime.


  [image: image]


  The Loop Road offers both elevated views ...
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  ... and sea-level vistas.
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  Frenchman Bay


  The first stop on our tour is about a half-mile from the Visitor Center, just after the road divides. At the crest of the hill is a view-point that overlooks Frenchman Bay.


  Frenchman Bay borders the east and north coasts of Mount Desert Island. The distant shore is the mainland, which includes the towns of Trenton, Lamoine, Hancock, Sorrento, Gouldsboro, and Winter Harbor. The mountains are the Gouldsboro hills, the largest of which is Schoodic Mountain.
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  The bay’s many islands and irregular coastline once provided hideouts for French warships.


  As the bay’s name reflects, there is a strong French heritage in this area. A Frenchman was credited with discovering the island, and until 1620, the area was known as New France. During the French and Indian War, the bay’s many islands and jagged coastline provided ideal hiding places for French vessels seeking to avoid the British fleet. Today, reminders of the French linger in the place names throughout the island: Cadillac, St. Sauveur, Sieur de Monts, Huguenot Head, and Frenchman Bay are but a few.


  From the mid-1700s to the mid-1800s, the bay was filled with ships of commerce. Bound for Europe and U.S. cities to the south, these vessels carried fish from rich local waters, lumber for building houses and boats, granite blocks for city buildings, and cobblestones for paving streets. When shipping traffic was at its peak, someone reportedly commented that it was possible to cross the harbor by jumping from one ship to the next. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, a new fleet of vessels arrived on the scene—the pleasure boats of wealthy families who came to enjoy the raw beauty and the relaxed lifestyle of the small coastal towns bordering the bay.


  Today, the local finfish industry is in decline, lumber is no longer harvested, and no stone is quarried on the island. Nonetheless, Frenchman Bay continues to bustle with activity. Lobster­boats head out in the early hours of the morning to tend their traps. Pleasure craft ranging from kayaks to cabin cruisers travel its waters from Memorial Day to Labor Day. Tour boats filled with eager visitors circle the bay to view Mount Desert and to observe the wildlife that finds refuge on the smaller islands in the bay. Larger vessels venture farther from land in search of ocean birds and whales that feed in the rich offshore waters. And each summer, cruise ships the size of islands themselves enter the bay and proceed to the deep and friendly port in Bar Harbor.


  Continuing onward 1.8 miles from the Frenchman Bay overlook, you will find a view-point on the left. From left to right, the panorama includes Frenchman Bay, then Champlain, Dorr, and Cadillac Mountains. Nearly everything in front of you and behind you was burned in 1947. The impact of the fire can be seen throughout the park, and it is etched in the memories and attitudes of the local people.
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  The flames left nothing in their wake but chimneys.
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  Fighting the blaze was a losing battle.


  The Great Fire


  Nineteen forty-seven is often referred to as “The Year Maine Burned.” The weather was very dry, with no rain from May to October. By fall, there had been many fires throughout the state, but none was as newsworthy as the blaze that started on Mount Desert Island. Listen to the words of Captain John Heath and Chief David Sleeper of the Bar Harbor Fire Department.


  Friday, October 17, 1947, 4:05 P.M.: “A call to the Fire Department was received from Dolliver’s Dump ... about seven miles from the outskirts of town.”


  What was to become a massive firestorm began as a small, persistent fire near the dump in the northwest corner of the island.


  Tuesday, October 21, dawn: “A brisk wind sprang up from the northwest and the chief ... saw instantly the seriousness of the situation.... It was impossible to lay hose fast enough to reach the head of the fire.”


  Strong gusts pushed the flames across the island, engulfing everything in their path. On October 23, the wind shifted, and the fire raced toward the town of Bar Harbor.


  Thursday, October 23 (“the most fateful day in Bar Harbor history”): “The velocity of the wind has been ... reported at 40, 45, 50 or more miles an hour.”


  “It is remarkable that many people were not burned to death for the fire, stirred to a full inferno ... descended upon the outskirts of the town.”


  “It looked as if two gigantic doors had
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  More good reading from Down East Books


  If you enjoyed Acadia’s Park Loop Road, you’ll want to know about these other Down East titles:


  Lost Bar Harbor, by G. W. Helfrich and Gladys O’Neil. The summer “cottages” of Mount Desert Island set a standard for luxury in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Here are eighty-six of the splendid structures that once graced the town of Bar Harbor. Some were lost to greed, some to pragmatism, and many to the great fire of 1947. Their like will not be seen again. 0-8 9272-142-1


  Discovering Old Bar Harbor and Acadia National Park: An Unconventional History and Guide, by Ruth Ann Hill. The township of Bar Harbor encompasses more than a third of Mount Desert Island, including the most visited parts of Acadia National Park. Searching for Bar Harbor’s past is a bit of a treasure hunt, but many things become evident once one knows where to look. This unusual guidebook tells just where to find traces of Bar Harbor’s fascinating history. 0-89272-355-6


  Mount Desert Island and Acadia National Park: An Informal History, photographs and text by Sargent F. Collier. The best from three classics about Bar Harbor, Mount Desert Island, and Acadia National Park. Edited by G. W. Helfrich. Heavily illustrated with the author, Sargent Collier’s photographs of the contemporary scene and earlier prints of the good old days. 0-89272-044-1


  Mr. Rockefeller’s Roads: The Untold Story of Acadia’s Carriage Roads & Their Creator, Ann Rockefeller Roberts. Acadia’s fifty-one miles of carriage roads are the result of decades of personal effort by philanthropist John D. Rockefeller Jr. Here, JDR Jr.’s granddaughter recounts the fascinating story of Acadia’s “Rockefeller Roads” and of a man ahead of his time. 0-89272-296-7


  Acadia National Park: Maine’s Intimate Parkland, photographs and text by Alan Nyiri. From its impressive vistas to its tiniest treasures, Acadia is an island parkland of haunting beauty. This magnificent collection of color photographs captures that beauty. 0-89272-219-3


  Murder on Mount Desert, by David Rawson. A fast-moving plot, vivid local color, and plenty of action characterize this mystery/adventure novel set in the fictional town of Eagle Harbor on the “quiet side” of Mount Desert Island. Heart-stopping moments on the cliffs of Cadillac Mountain keep the plot line humming. 0-89272-3 63-7


  The Mount Desert Island Pocket Guide Series A Pocket Guide to Biking on Mt. Desert Island, by Audrey Shelton Minutolo. 0-89272-367-X


  A Pocket Guide to Paddling the Waters of Mt. Desert Island, by Earl Brechlin. 0-89272-357-2


  A Pocket Guide to Hiking on Mt. Desert Island, by Earl Brechlin. 0-89272-356-4


  A Pocket Guide to the Carriage Roads of Acadia National Park, 2nd Edition, by Diana F. Abrell. 0-89272-349-1


  Check your local bookstore, or order from Down East Books at 800-685-7962


  Visa and MasterCard Accepted
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