Witherle Woods PreserveHistory

Castine Maine

Overview

The Witherle Woods Preserve encompadsBsacres :
(originally four separate tracts) owned andnaged by Maine |
Coast Heritage Trusa nonprofit statewide land conservation
organizatim. For two centuries between 1613 and 18k, t

high promontorywherethe Penobscot and Bagaduce rijers |
PenobscotBawas one of t he wmatslofd ¢
land The Town of Castine, in whidhlies, changed hands 18 |
times during more thatwo centuries in which European force

vied for its controlThey saw the peninsula as vital for ¥
commerce, offering ready accessatdeep and sheltered harbd
and tolumber production along the Penobscot River.

Visitorstodaycan enjoy a trail networén the Preservihat has
beenin continuous us#or nearly 200years(first serving as
artillery roads in the War of 1812)he preserve landscaf®
continually evolving responding both tforces of nature and
human actionsA walk through Witherle Woodeeveals
glimpses oits complex history and evolving ecolaiyyas
aging forests give way to new plant communitlest attract an
everchanging mix of species.

Geology

A brittle, metamorphosed volcaniock known as the Castine formation underlies mudhef
property andt is clearly visible at Blockhouse Point and alongResobscot Riveshoreline.
Overlying this bedrock is glacial till that dates back to the Pleistd€sm@vhich ended roughly
12,000 years ago)

The last Ice Agedt itsmost extensig about 20,000 years ago) had a profound effect on the

landscape of the Penobscot Bay region. When the ice first retreated, the water levels were markedly

lower than today and islands like Vinalhaven and Matinicus were simply mountainous parts of the

mainland. A rise in sea level brought they back up to the shores of Castine and left only the
mountaintops of the flooded regions still visible as islaftiere are a few prominent, rounded
glacial erraticglarge boulders carried and depositedtmglacier) on the property, the bekhown
bei ng Tr as k 6 westBroslkbokelinaA smglegsmall bomd, near the height of land where
thetownresevoir is, may be eithea kettle pond (fronthe last Ice Age a borrow pit (excavated by
humans)orafampondThe st one walls visible in parts
early agricultural use (and appeared on a property survey in 1785).
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A Contested Site

Before colonistdegan settlinghe Castine area early in th@60s Native Americans hthenjoyed

t he r egi on 0ferthousands ofryeauchaeologsts have identified finds from

prehistoric Native Americans #ie height of land known a¥itherle Hll. Generations ofAbanaki

Indians camped during summers on this high promongéatyng and dryingbundant fislirom

what they called fAMajabigwaduceo (large tidewa

By the 1600s, thp e n i n Sratdgia 0,5 ~N
location and rich resources madeita |[i The f | eet C 0 n s dwdsal:

pawn in repeated skirmishes among | and twentyfour trangorts, carrying three

Europearpowers In the century hundred and fortsf o u r uns. o
following 1613,control of the land ¥ 9 '

bogné:gtq Eafck and f(rJ]rtE betwc;:_en Frengh - George Augustugvheeler
and british forces a haflozeén times, Castine Past and Present (18¢
remaining in British control after the \_ Y,
Treaty of Utrecht in 1713.

In Junel779,700British troopsbegan to fortify the peninsubnd build Fort Georgas a nilitary
post The small village had grown markedly in recent years as British loysdistated from the
Boston area to this eastern outpdbre thanl,000 soldiersfrom the Massachusetts Militia
mobilizedthe Penobscot Expedition in an effort to dilgje the British.

Since approaches to the south and east sides obS8t®€ peninsula were blockebetAmericans
landed on the shoteetween Dycéleadand Blockhouse Poinsome of thenscalingthe heights

now part of the Witherle Woods PreserVlae Colonial forcesucceeded in gaining the heights and
held that part of tl peninsulafterthe British retreated to Fort Georgleut victory proved elusive.

Despite being outnumbered, the British held the &od the American naval forcetreated when
British reinforcements arrived, destroyitiggir fleetto keepit out of British handsThis costly
defeatwas arguablyheworstnaval disaster in U.S. historiy stranded crews in the relative wilds
of eastern Maine (a Mile walk from Fort Western in Augusta) and virtually bankrupted
Massachusettavhich had been the wealthiest colony before expendingiti®n on the Penobscot
Expeditior).

ilf they exceeded ) The Britishevacuatedastinein April

: 1784 ,after peace was declardulit
number, yet they were entirely occupied it agaim September 1814,

‘%' ndiscip I_ | n_e de and nearing the end dhe War of 1812and
likely to be very reliable In an built numerous defensive structutesping
engagement . o to reestablish the Rebscot River as the

border Early maps indicatene

-- George Augustugvheeler| blockhouse lay near the summit of
Castine Past and Present (18¢| Witherle Hill, andanother at what is now
- / fiBl oc k h o wwerookgihe nt o

A Maine Coast Heritage Trust

A Statewide Land Conservation Organization




Penobscot RiveiThere were also two seraircular earthwork batteriedong the steep blu@in

either side of Blockhouse Pojmonfirmed by an archaeological survey done in 22003 by Dr.

Alaric FaulknerSome of the depressions in the land still visible today may trace back to
indentations from c¢annon RévoutiomaryoNar oictipation. hol es o d

(. .

Aln Witherle Park are to be f ol
batteries and the site of an old blek&use.. Only the ledge on which the
block-house stood can now be seen. This building was probably
constructed moreof an observatory than for the protection it would
afford, though it was built in true blodkouse style. It was twenrtget
square on the ground fl oor, t he

-- George Augustug/heeler
Castine Past and Present (18¢
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Network of trailsin the area that became Witherle Paidible on thewestern side of the peninsu
1889Map of Castine

A Maine Coast Heritage Trust

A Statewide Land Conservation Organization



