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The wide, swif-fowing river we call the Androscoggin, and which the Wabanaki called the Pejepscot 
as it fows through present-day Brunswick and Topsham, falls between the towns in three successive 
stages for a total vertcal drop of 41 feet (12m).  The site of these lower falls of the Androscoggin have
drawn human beings to this place and shaped the communites in which we now live.  

For centuries, the Wabanaki used the river as a waterway.  They also had a seasonal residence near 
the falls though we do not know its precise locaton.  The Wabanaki came to the falls principally to 
catch fsh, especially salmon, and to preserve them for the winter.  Just downstream from the lower 
falls, on the Brunswick side of the river, there are a number of archeological sites showing a very long 
presence of indigenous peoples. 

Around 1628, Thomas Purchase and other Caucasian fshermen established a setlement at the 
Maquoit Bay.  Soon, a trading post for fur trappers was established at the site of the lower falls.  A 12-
rod road was built from Maquoit Bay directly to the lower falls.  We know that road today as Maquoit 
Road and Maine Street:  Maquoit Road proceeds from Wharton Point to Maine Street;  Maine Street 
bends at the present site of First Parish Church and then goes straight to the falls and the crossing.  In 
the early setlement, ocean fshing was important, but the setlement took shape on both sides of the 
lower falls of the Androscoggin.  
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From an 1835 map



In 1676, during what we call King Philip's War, the Wabanaki destroyed the trading post and burned 
the Pejepscot setlement.  This ushered in several decades of confict along the lower mid-coast as the
Wabanaki resisted colonial setlement by Caucasian intruders.  In 1688, a fort was erected at the 
lower falls.  Its purpose was to prevent the Wabanaki from fshing or portaging their canoes at the 
site.  The Wabanaki burned the fort a year later.  

In 1714, a wealthy group of men, the Pejepscot Proprietors, began acquiring land along the lower 
coast in the Androscoggin and Kennebec watersheds. They encouraged setlement in the area by 
selling smaller lots. In 1715, they constructed a stone fort at the lower falls called Fort George.  

 
Early Caucasian setlers caught fsh at the lower falls, salted and put them in barrels for for storage 
and shipment elsewhere, ofen to England.  They made a commercial enterprise of the falls. 

In 1717, the Pejepscot Proprietors successfully pettoned Massachusets Bay to recognize Brunswick 
as a township.  In 1722, the Wabanaki again burned the Brunswick colonial setlement.  In 1737, the 
Pejepscot Proprietors dismantled Fort George over the protests of the setlers, though parts of the 
structure were stll in evidence at the turn of the 19th century.  

A 1763 map shows the 12-rod road and the Fort Land as surveyed by Stephen Getchell.  A the 1776 
DesBarres chart gives an indicaton of the modest extent of setlement at the tme of the 
Revolutonary War.  

-2-

1763 map
1776 map1776 map



Early Mills and Dams.  As setlement increased and the danger of confict with Natve Americans 
subsided, the falls began to be used for water power to drive mills.  The frst dam was built in 1753.  
The earliest mills on the Androscoggin (perhaps 25) were built to saw lumber, and this became a 
substantal industry by the middle decades on the 18th century.  Some of this lumber was exported; 
more was used locally.  Ships were built on the Topsham side at the base of what is today Town 
Landing Road.  In 1788, an Act of the Massachusets legislature allowed Samuel Thompson, his sons 
and others to erect a boom across the river at Ferry Point, Topsham (the locaton of the current 
railroad bridge) to catch logs foated down the Androscoggin and set the fees they could charge 
owners of the logs.  

By the early 19th century, the number of dams built for mills without provision for passage of fsh had 
largely ended the migraton of salmon up the Androscoggin.  In 1788 Brunswick residents 
unsuccessfully pettoned the Massachusets legislature for some  acton to prevent dams, weirs and 
illegal dipnetng out of season from eradicatng the salmon runs. A similar petton to the Maine 
legislature in 1835 was also unsuccessful.  Mills and dams had replaced fsheries as the dominant 
industry.  An 1870s efort to build fshways and restore salmon runs was unsuccessful, in part because
of dams, but also because of increasing polluton of the river.

The 1790 Census, the frst in the United States and conducted just before constructon of the frst 
bridge, showed 974 residents in Brunswick, 825 in Topsham.  Both had become substantal towns.  

 An 1828 map of the two towns shows about a dozen mills on both sides of the river, the largest 
concentraton being along the upstream edge of Spring Cove just below the site where a succession of
bridges were to be built.  
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An 1835 map shows a dam across from the Brunswick side to Shad Island, the rock island visible today
between the current bridge and the current dam. It shows a mill on the island.  There are seven mills 
located just below the bridge: the fourth bridge, the frst with stone abutments.  These are labelled as
follows:

6. David Shop 10. B. Weld & others
7. Grist Mill 11. D. & R.T. Dunlap & others
8. Clapboard Mill 12. Taylor & Townsend & D. Dunlap
9. B. Weld

The Topsham side shows unlabelled buildings just on that side of the bridge.  Five mills are shown 
near the mouth of the Granny Hole, a naturally occurring stream bed that was dug through in 1760 so 
that water could fow both ways depending on the state of the tdes:

1. Purington   4. Purington & others
2. Purington   5. Greene
3. Wilson & others
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Early Bridges.  For many decades, passage across the river was by boat, generally a bit downstream 
from the falls.  A ferry operated roughly where the railroad bridge (built 1923) crosses today.  In 
winter one could walk across the ice.  

The frst bridge at the crossing, built of wood and likely a covered bridge, was constructed in 1796 just
below the falls. Authorizaton to construct the bridge, with the right to charge tolls, was given in an 
act of the Massachusets legislature.  

A succession of bridges had to contend with a swollen, fast-fowing river each spring.  When the frst 
was carried away in a spring freshet (food waters), a second bridge was constructed in 1811.  When 
that too was carried away by the river, a third was built in 1814.  In 1827, when the third bridge was 
carried away, a fourth bridge was built with stone piers.  That bridge lasted untl 1842, when it burned
and a ffh bridge was constructed.  These frst bridges were all private ventures, a toll being required 
to cross them.  The towns purchased the bridge in 1871 and made it free for everyone.  

The only nearby alternatve to these early bridges at the lower falls was downstream, the 
Merrymeetng Bay Bridge, constructed in 1835 and in use untl the end of the 19th century.  
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Later Mills.   Half a century later, an 1887 map of the two towns shows increased development at the 
site.  Now there are three dams.  The lowest has Shad Island in the center.  Higher up, is a Factory 
Dam anchored by some small rocks. And higher stll, above Goat Island, is an Upper Dam.  

On the Brunswick side, are shown the D. & C.E. Scribner Grist Mill just above the bridge (the frst iron 
bridge), and below it a Pulp Mill, the Dennison Manufacturing Company, a small S.M. (presumably 
saw mill) and the T. Brown and Son Saw Mill.  These last three are in Spring Cove.  

On the Topsham side, near the mouth of the Granny Hole, F. G. Russell's Factory, F. Bernemont's G.M.
(presumably grist mill), and Purinton's Saw Mill.  

Today, no trace remains of the small mills on Spring Cove or at the mouth of the Granny Hole.  

An Alms House is shown on the Brunswick side down Water Street. 

By the 1880s, the small mills were giving way to larger ones.  Mills producing coton cloth and paper 
were beginning to replace grist mills and saw mills.  Two large mill complexes were coming to 
dominate the crossing, one on either side of the river at the site of the lower falls.  On the Brunswick 
side, the Cabot Manufacturing Company took shape adjacent to the Factory (middle) dam; and on the
Topsham side the Bowdoin Paper Manufacturing Company took shape on the upstream end of Great 
Island framed by the Granny Hole stream.  These mills were constructed to draw more power from 
the river and were constructed to be less vulnerable to the river at its highest and fastest.   
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The Cabot Mill sits on the site of Fort George and the site, too, of an 1809 coton mill.  A succession of 
mill structures were erected on the site in successive decades, the Cabot Mill Company beginning 
operatons in 1857.  Many of the workers were of French Canadian origin and lived in tenements on 
both sides of the river. In 1881, when the mill employed 550 workers, children led a three-day strike 
on learning that children at a Lewiston mill were making a penny more than they did.   In 1890, the 
Cabot Mill persuaded the town of Brunswick to move Maine Street to allow an expansion.  By 1930 
the frm had over 1100 employees but soon afer it went into decline.  It ceased operatons in the 
mid-1950s.  

The Pejepscot Mill was constructed in 1868 as the Topsham Paper Mill.    Afer failing in 1874, it 
reopened as the Bowdoin Paper Company under the control of a visionary but soon over-extended 
Adna Denison, who had begun with a saw mill on Spring Cove.  Bowdoin Paper collapsed in 1887.  
Again reorganized, the mill reopened as the Pejepscot Paper Company.  It ceased operatons in 1980.  
The Pejepscot Mill was added to the Natonal Register of Historic Propertes in 1974.  The applicaton 
says the “Pejepscot Paper Mill at Topsham is the earliest surviving example of Maine's nineteenth 
century wood pulp mills, Architecturally, it is also the fnest.” And adds: 

“The Pejepscot Paper Company owes its signifcance to its early entry into the 
feld of wood pulp producton. Its utlizaton of the froundwood process heralded
the real birth of an industry which in the 20th century would become "King" in 
Maine. For some the noxious fumes which issued forth from the stacks of 
Sulphite and later Kraf pulp mills would be an unwelcome irritant; to a few it 
would mean enormous profts; but to countless thousands of Maine workers it 
meant an economic alternatve to shoe factories, casual labor or emigraton from
the state they loved.”

The Cabot and Pejepscot mill structures mostly remain today.  Both buildings have been rehabilitated 
as mixed use facilites housing shops, ofces, artst studios and restaurants.  

About 1890, the dams at the lower falls began producing electricity rather than providing direct 
power for mills.  The current dam, signifcantly larger than its predecessors, was constructed in 1980 
by Central Maine Power.  It has a fshway that works poorly for alewives and not at all for salmon or 
shad.  The dam is currently operated by Brookfeld Renewable Energy.   

An 1877 aerial view gives us a picture of what this looked like:
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Later Bridges.  The frst bridge constructed of iron (the 6th overall) was erected in 1877.  A second iron
bridge (the 7th) was built in 1914.  These frst seven bridges all followed approximately the same line 
across the river, one that took them through the Pejepscot Mill property on the Topsham side.  
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Upstream, a double-decker vehicle/railroad bridge was constructed in 1880 and replaced by the 
current Black Bridge in 1909.  The Swinging Bridge, a pedestrian suspension bridge was built for 
workers at the Cabot Mill by the John A. Roebeling Company in 1892.  

A 1912 postcard shows a view from the 1877 bridge towards the falls.

The current Frank J. Wood Bridge, a Warren through-truss bridge, was built in 1932 on a diferent 
alignment, one that carries the bridge to a point just upstream from the Pejepscot Mill property.  It 
was built somewhat wider than similar bridges constructed at the tme to carry a trolley line that 
connected the two towns.  The bridge has been deemed eligible for listng on the Natonal Register of 
Historic Places, though neither town has sought to have it so recognized.  This photo shows the Old 
Androscoggin Bridge (1914) being dismantled now that the Frank J. Wood Bridge has been 
constructed.
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While spring foods (freshets) are a nearly annual occurrence, a major food in 1936 did unusually 
substantal damage.  Water fowed through the lower foors of the Pejepscot Mill.  It wrecked both 
the Swinging Bridge upstream from the lower falls and the railroad bridge below them, but the Frank 
J. Wood Bridge was not seriously damaged.  

A River Once Polluted Now Restored.  Largely because of the paper mills in towns along the river, by 
the 1960s, the Androscoggin River had become one of the most severely polluted rivers in the United 
States. Dissolved oxygen levels frequently reached zero during the summer resultng in the death of 
nearly all fsh and other aquatc life in the river.  Foam and fumes were everyday experiences.  Long 
tme residents tell of holding their breath while they walked across the bridge.  

The frst Federal Water Polluton Control Act was passed by Congress in 1948 and then signifcantly 
strengthened in 1972.  The closing of the mills and the enforcement of this legislaton have made the 
Androscoggin a much cleaner river and restored habitat for fsh and birds at the lower falls crossing, 
and made this site of increasing popularity for recreaton.  

Osprey came back to the Androscoggin in the 1990s.  A few years later, fsh in the river had returned 
enough that bald eagles chased out the osprey.  Cormorants and gulls frequent the crossing; heron 
fsh on the riverbanks.  Below the dam there are sturgeon in the river, and eel and bass.  In the 
warmer months, fshing boats and kayaks ply the river.  In the winter, fshing sheds dot the ice.  
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The Crossing Today.  The human endeavors at the lower falls crossing are stories of contnual change:
indigenous peoples pushed out by white setlers, fsheries shoved aside by dams powering saw mills 
and grist mills, wooden bridges washed away and iron bridges built in their stead, small mills replaced 
by large coton and paper mills, and today, boatng and fshing on a restored river.  No single feature, 
no one moment in tme captures the drama.  

In these stories of constant change, the lower falls and the crossing stll power the vitality of the two 
towns.  The history of the two towns can and should be told at the lower falls.  
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