
The Georges Highland Path is a project of
the Georges River Land Trust.

Learn more at www.GeorgesRiver.org.

CCAANNAALL PPAATTHH

LENGTH DIFFICULTY
3 miles, one way Moderate

Use your smartphone to scan the QR code above, or visit

www.GeorgesRiver.org, to help sustain the Georges Highland Path.

Maps of our other trai l sections, including those
on our conservation properties, are available at

our website to view and downland.

GEORGES RIVER LAND TRUST

Our mission is to conserve the ecosystems
and traditional heritage of the Georges River

watershed region through permanent land protection,
stewardship, education, and outdoor experiences.

8 North Main Street
Rockland, ME 04841
(207) 594-51 66

www.GeorgesRiver.org

© 201 4 GRLT Please return, reuse, or recycle this trai l map.

GEORGES HIGHLAND PATH
A Unique System of Trails

The 50+ miles of the Georges Highland
Path are built primari ly on privately owned land
with handshake agreements. Please respect
the rights of these generous landowners
during your visit. Without their participation,
this trai l system would not exist.

The Georges Highland Path is a low-impact
trai l system designed for foot traffic only.

We do not charge user fees because we
believe that everyone should have access to
some of the most awe-inspiring natural
features in the midcoast area. However, the
only way we can sustain this unique outdoor
experience is with the financial support of
people l ike you.

I f you enjoyed your hike today,
scan the QR code and help
someone else experience the
fun and excitement of this trai l .

CANAL PATH
Searsmont, ME

The Canal Path is a pleasant and meandering
trai l through a white pine-dominated forest and
alongside the Georges River. The trai l is l inked
to the Ridge to River Trail to the north and
Appleton Preserve to the south.

The upper portion of the trai l traces a section of
the historic Georges River Canal dating back to
the late 1 700′s. There are interpretive displays
along the way describing the aspects of the
canal system that are sti l l visible today. This part
of the trai l also features a self-guided tour that
highl ights the sustainable forestry practices of
Robbins Lumber Company.

The lower portion of the Canal Path features
extensive riverside hiking along a wild and
undeveloped section of the Georges River.

DIRECTIONS TO THE TRAILHEADS

The north trai lhead is located adjacent to Robbins
Lumber. From the intersection of Routes 1 31 and
1 73 in Searsmont vi l lage, travel south on Route 1 31
for 1 .7 miles to Ghent Road on the left. Travel 0.25
miles on Ghent Road to the parking area on the right,
just after crossing the bridge. The trai lhead is on the
opposite side of the river.

The south trai lhead is located at the Appleton
Preserve parking area. From the intersection of
Routes 1 7 and 1 31 in Union, travel north on 1 31 for
7.8 miles. Turn right onto 1 05, and the parking area
is 0.4 miles ahead on your right.

RECREATIONAL USES

A Section of the GEORGES HIGHLAND PATH

• Stay on the trai l to minimize erosion and protect
sensitive plant l ife.

• Carry out what you carry in.

• Be considerate to wildl ife and your fel low hikers by
keeping your pets leashed.

• Please leave flowers, plants, and rocks undisturbed.

• Respect others using the trai l today. . .and tomorrow.

Leave No Trace™
on the Georges Highland Path
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Much of the Canal Path is located land owned and 
managed by Robbins Lumber, a locally-owned company 
now run by its fifth Robbins generation. These forests 
are managed on a sustainable basis to provide a steady 
supply of eastern white pine for its sawmill, along with 
other valuable wood products. While supplying timber 
for its mill is the primary goal of ownership, these 
woodlands also provide habitat for a diverse wildlife 
population as well as recreational opportunities for the 
public, including hiking, fishing, hunting. 
 
The Robbins forests are included in the Sustainable 
Forestry Initiative ® (SFI). As a program participant, 
Robbins Lumber is required to maintain a set of 
standards that demonstrate its commitment to such things 
as water quality, sustainable harvest levels, soil 
protection, biodiversity and other areas needed to ensure 
that these woodlands remain viable for generations to 
come. The standards are ground-tested via third-party 
audits by forest experts every year.  
 
Along the Canal Path are eight numbered stations that 
highlight the history and forest management of this 
Robbins Lumber forest. 

 
This pine near the river was tended by Lawrence 
Robbins, grandfather to the current Robbins 

generation. His son Jim stem pruned these pine trees as 
part of a 4-H project in 1955. They were thinned in the 
winter of 2003-04 to allow more room for the growth of 
high quality pine in the stand and to allow more sunlight 
to reach the forest floor to encourage new seedlings. 
Near here, the Brook Floater, a mussel of special 
concern, lives in the river. As a result, tree harvests in 
this area occur only when the ground is frozen so as not 
to release sediment into the river that might be 
detrimental to the Brook Floater.  
 

Stumps from a 2005 harvest can be seen here. 
Note the large pine that has been left as a seed 

source for future quality saw timber. The broken 
hemlock may serve as a nesting or den tree for birds and 
animals. Aesthetics were also considered while 
harvesting this area. 

The 2003-04 harvest targeted the balsam fir and 
was marketed as pulpwood.  This fir does not 

attain great age and often contains rot, making it 
susceptible to windthrow, as can be seen in the scattered 
blowdowns. The state mandates that towns adopt specific 
ordinances concerning development, timber harvesting 
and other land uses within 250 feet of the river, called 
the Shoreland Zone. Searsmont’s regulations only permit 
the harvest of 40% of the entire volume of trees greater 
than 4.5 inches in diameter in any ten-year period. Note 
the large pine retained for seed and shelter, along with 
the red oak saved as a source of mast (food) for wildlife. 
 

It is no coincidence that the sawmill is next to the 
river. The original site of the mill near the Ghent 

Road bridge was on the bank of the river, where a 
waterwheel was used to power the milling equipment. 
Today, the pipe you are standing near carries water from 
the river to a sprinkler system at the log yard. This keeps 
the logs cool and moist to prevent a fungus called “blue 
stain” from entering the logs and reducing the quality of 
the boards sawed from them. The sprinkler water 
eventually drains into a pond where sediment can settle 
to the bottom, after which the water is returned to the 
river. This process assures that no water volume or 
quality is lost by the river. 
 

The biggest challenge to managing white pine is 
an insect called the white pine weevil. The 

weevil enters the “leader” (the very top of the tree), 
killing off this part. The lower branches then turn upward 
in an attempt to become the new leader, and what often 
results is a tree with multiple tops and a deformed main 
stem. This type of tree has little value as a saw log.  
 
At this station, various levels of harvesting activity can 
be seen, from a conservative harvest near the river to an 
aggressive harvest up the slope. Young trees grow faster 
in open areas, which explains the limited tree 
regeneration close to the river where there is sparse 
sunlight. Between the two harvest areas, there is less pine 
in the understory, yet there is not as much weeviling  In 
contrast to the young trees on the upslope, there are some 
healthy and straight pine saplings here. This area is a 
good example of why a shelterwood system is best for 
managing white pine. The weevil likes the sun, so 
providing shade for small seedlings is an important step 
in producing a high quality pine stem.  

 
 

Note the large pine on the bank of the canal, 
perhaps as old as the abandonment of the canal in 

the 1850’s. This tree probably grew in the open and may 
have been left by farmers as a shade tree for cattle or 
other animals. Most of the land you are walking on, as 
well as much of coastal Maine, was open agricultural 
land during the 19th and early 20th centuries, with little or 
no forest cover. 
  
Often, deformed trees such as this are not harvested on 
Robbins land and instead are used as a source of seed 
and valuable shelter for wildlife. The area you are now in 
was harvested in the winter of 2004-05, again targeting 
the removal of balsam fir and the thinning of a very 
dense pole stand of pine. Note the vernal pool on the 
river side of the large pine. 
 

This was a very dense stand of white pine that 
probably began as an old field that then reverted 

to pure pine. In the river near here are what as known as 
the “stepping stones.” Legend has it that a farmer placed 
these stones in a line to access a hay field during summer 
months. These stones are described in a novel by Ben 
Ames Williams, who wrote Come Spring and Fraternity 

Village. 
 

The hemlock trees at this site are suffering, 
probably for a variety of reasons. The steep 

terrain may have made them susceptible to drought due 
to excessive drainage of water on upslopes such as this 
one. Also, note the snipped branches which may have 
been nibbled by porcupines and adversely affected the 
trees.  Age may be a factor, as well.  Remember that the 
size of a tree, especially a shade-tolerant species such as 
hemlock, is not always a good indication of its age. Due 
to the difficult access to this site, the trees could not be 
harvested, but their remains ultimately enhance the 
wildlife habitat along the river. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SUSTAINING A FOREST 
 

SELF-GUIDED TOUR OF A 
ROBBINS LUMBER FOREST 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The part of the Georges River canal that you are about to visit 
offers both an interesting bit of history and an intriguing 
mystery. The canal was one of the earliest to be built in the 
United States. Charles Barrett began the first section, from 
tidewater to Sennebec Lake in Appleton, in 1793 and General 
Henry Knox of Thomaston later completed it in the 1790’s. The 
canal lasted only a few years before falling into ruin.  
 
A second and more ambitious effort to harness the river for 
commerce was begun in the mid-1840’s with the goal of 
building dams, bypass canals and locks that would reach all the 
way to Stevens Pond in Liberty. The builders came up a bit 
short, but did manage to reach Quantabacook Lake in 
Searsmont. It is remnants of a section of that 1840’s attempt 
that are located along this stretch of the river. 
 
In its natural state, the Georges River is a rollicking swift-water 
stream much of the way from Searsmont down to North 
Appleton. In order to make it passable for boats and barges 
going upstream as well as down, it was necessary to build dams 
to quiet the riffles and provide sufficient depth to float the 
commercial craft. Canals with locks were then built to lift and 
lower the boats around the dams. 
 
One mile downriver from the Ghent Road bridge, a canal 
channel was dug up the west side of the river with four locks 
needed to overcome the fall of the river. Approximately one 
hundred yards below the Ghent Road bridge, the canal shifted 
to the east side of the river with additional locks to bypass a 
dam, the remains of which can be seen a short distance above 
the bridge. The canal dam was about one hundred feet upstream 
of remnants of a newer dam that powered a sawmill. The mill 
dam, removed several years ago, was built long after the canal 
dam was discontinued. Now, the river flows free again—times 
change! 
 
The mystery is this:  the section of the canal on Robbins 
Lumber land follows in a straight line for half a mile up the 
west side of the river—and then stops, some 10 or 12 feet in 
elevation above the river. Because there is no visible sign in 
this area of a man-made channel, there must have been a dam 
where the canal ends. Yet, there is no sign of one. Typically, 
piles of rocks can be seen where a dam was located (note the 
two dam locations above the Ghent Road bridge), but nothing 
unusual indicates the “mystery dam” location. An illustration of 
what the dam might have looked like is on display along the 
Canal Path. 
 

How Did the Canal Work? 
 
The long, deep ditch of the canal was dug by hand using pick 
and shovel, perhaps assisted by a horse-drawn scoop. Since the 
canal is more than 150 years old, the sides have collapsed in 
places and a deep layer of soil and leaves covers the bottom of 
the original channel. The water in the canal was no more than 
three feet deep, enough to float the long, narrow, flat-bottomed 
boats and barges. The average width of the watercourse was 
about 15 feet. 
 
The location of a lock can be determined by the drop of several 
feet in elevation of the canal shoulder (berm) closest to the 
river. A comparative drop in the floor of the channel may also 
be evident. The locks were simple wood structures between 40 
and 80 feet long and about 12 feet wide in order to 
accommodate the canal boats.  
 
The locks were essentially big, wooden boxes with double 
swinging gates at either end. When closed, the gates met at a 
slight angle pointing upstream so that water pressure would 
press their faces tightly against one another to reduce leakage. 
The floor of the lock would also have been constructed of wood 
so as to prevent the gates and walls from being undermined by 
water flowing in and out of the locks. 
 
After a boat coming upstream entered a lock, the gates would 
be closed behind it. A valve would then be opened in the 
upstream gate and the “box” would be filled with water, lifting 
the boat to a higher level. The upstream gate would then be 
swung open using long beams and the boat could move forward 
into the next lock.  

 
Judging from the number of locks on this section (four), the 
actual gain was at most only about three feet per lock. Such a 
small rise would require less water to fill the lock, an important 
factor during summer’s decreased water flow in the river. Low-
lift locks would also be simple in design and relatively 
inexpensive to build. Still, the lift would have required six feet 
of water (the three-foot gain plus an additional three feet to 
match the water level in the upper channel) on top of the three 
feet floating the boat at the lower level. 
 
One has to remember that a canal was useless if it did not have 
a reliable water source. The “mystery dam” would have 
provided such a supply, though perhaps not enough in times of 
drought and maybe too much when floods rampaged down the 
valley. Yet, it had to be there because no other water source 
was available to fill the canal. 
  
This second canal operation from tidewater to Searsmont failed 
to live up to its commercial expectations. Costly maintenance 
and sparse traffic soon convinced the operators that their high 
hopes had produced a loser. Thus, despite a big investment in 
money and human labor, the entire Georges River canal shut 
down forever after less than a decade of life.  
 
  To learn more about the Georges River canal, visit Payson Park 
downriver on Route 90 in Warren. Here you will find more remnants of 
the canal system and interpretive information.  
 
 
Text and interpretive display illustrations: 

Dave Getchell, Sr. 

A Brief History of the 

 GEORGES RIVER CANAL 




