
cated. Beyond the kiosk is a
clearing that serves as an out-
door classroom, and nearby is
the historic site of the Decker
and Lovejoy Homestead, built
in the 1800s. All that remains
today are the foundations and
an old well, both marked with
interpretive signs.

To the right of the trail-
head kiosk, just beyond the
gate, is where the trail net-
work begins. All trails are
marked with blue blazes and
signs posted on tree trunks.

You’ll start your hike on
the Decker Trail, which soon
leads to the Shelterwood
Trail, a loop that visits a vari-
ety of harvest sites, including
an area where pre-commer-
cial thinning of softwood has
been conducted and an exam-
ple of shelterwood harvest-
ing, a silvicultural technique
used to naturally re-seed and
grow the next forest while re-
taining part of the old forest.
Interpretive displays along
the loop explain these forest-
ry methods.

Beyond the Shelterwood
loop is the Canyon Trail,
which travels through a can-
yon that is approximately 70
feet deep and 200 feet wide
and contains a variety of
hardwood trees, as well as an
example of a nanny log and a
geocache site. Interpretive
signs point out and explain
these features along the trail.

The Canyon Trail dips
down into the canyon and
crosses a narrow wooden
bridge, then climbs back out
to meet the Plantation Loop,
which travels through a beau-
tiful stand of red pine trees
planted on a 12-acre field in
1957 as a timber crop. The tall,
straight trunks of the pines
are covered with rough, red-
tinged bark, and the pines’
long needles litter the forest
floor.

Also on the Plantation
Loop are educational displays
about the homesteaders who
first settled this region in the
late 1800s. They built their
house foundations with gran-
ite quarried nearby and
cleared the land for farming.

The north end of the Plan-
tation Loop visits the historic
Larson and Decker Home-
stead, and near the remains
of the homestead’s large cel-
lar, a short side trail leads to a
clearing dotted with apple
trees. This open area pro-
vides a great view to the
north of Saddleback, South
Jo-Mary and Ebeemee moun-
tains. A large pavilion was
recently constructed at this
vista so that visitors can take
shelter, sit at a picnic table
and take in the view.

Continuing on, the final
loop of the trail network is the
Larson Loop, which visits an
old hemlock growth and ex-
amples of new and old clear
cuts.

Though all trails are
marked with signs, it’s best to

carry a trail map with you the
first couple times you visit
the property. Maps are avail-
able at the Soil and Water
Conservation District Office
at 42 Pine Crest Drive in Do-
ver-Foxcroft. You could also
photograph the trail map
posted on the trailhead kiosk.
The interpretive displays are
numbered, so you can use
them to figure out where you
are on the map if you get lost.

The trails are for foot traf-
fic (including skis and snow-
shoes) only. Dogs are permit-
ted if kept on leash. Fires are
not permitted. For informa-
tion, call 564-2321.

Personal note: A thin
layer of fresh snow covered
Bangor, the hub of holiday
shopping madness, on Dec.
16, when I escaped for a hike
with my dog, Oreo. As I drove
north, the landscape quickly
changed. Snow clung to ever-
greens lining the road and
piled up in the fields of
Corinth and Charleston. By
the time I reached Brown-
ville, I was dealing with about

8 inches of fresh, white pow-
der.

I’d never been to Williams-
burg Township before, but it
wasn’t hard to find. It’s just
north of Brownville, another
Pleasant River town.

The road leading to the Pis-
cataquis County Demonstra-
tion Forest was lined with
birch trees, which have a ten-
dency to bend under the
weight of ice and snow. That
was the case on Dec. 16. Their
tops dangled into the road so
that I was forced pull to the
side and continue on foot
about 0.3 mile to the trailhead
parking area.

The adventure began in a
near disaster. I approached
an interpretive display by the
trailhead kiosk and read “old
well.” It took a slow moment
for me to process that the sign
must be marking the location
of said well. I looked down
and saw that Oreo, who was
on a paracord leash, was
sniffing around by a pile of
sticks and snow that probably
covered the well. In a panic, I

yanked him toward me and
we continued to the trail net-
work. So that’s one good rea-
son to keep your dog on leash
— so he doesn’t fall down an
old well.

As we explored the net-
work of trails, I was im-
pressed by the many interpre-
tive displays, as well as the
property’s different features
— both historical and natu-
ral. I would suggest this trail
network to a variety of peo-
ple, from families looking for
a nice, educational wilder-
ness walk to avid cross-coun-
try skiers to history and for-

estry buffs.
My favorite spot, by far,

was the stand of red pines.
There was something so
peaceful about those tall,
straight trees, their reddish
trunks dusted with snow on
one side and bare on the
other, the sun filtering
through their frozen branch-
es high overhead.

For more of Aislinn
Sarnacki’s adventures, visit
her blog at actoutwithais-
linn.bangordailynews.com.
Follow her on Twitter:
@1minhikegirl.
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So, about those swans-a-swimming ...
There seems to be some

confusion about “The
Twelve Days of Christmas.”
I don’t know why. Clearly
the traditional carol is all
about birds. Why else would
birds appear on half of the 12
days?

I’ll clear up the bird con-
fusion in a moment, but
let’s straighten out a few
other things promptly. The
song refers to the 12 days
after Christmas, inclusive.
The period ends on 12th
Night, the eve of the Feast
of the Epiphany — the day
when the Three Wise Men
arrived with their gifts. Of
course, traditions and cal-
endars have changed over
the centuries, so these dates
don’t always line up around
the world, but it’s close
enough.

Variations of the carol
have been so popular for so
long that we actually have
a pretty good history of it.
There is an English ver-
sion published in 1780,
though it likely dates back
to the French in an earlier
century. It probably devel-
oped from a children’s
game in which the leader
would sing a new verse,
and all verses must then be
repeated from memory or a
forfeit paid. Such a game
was popular among kids
before Xbox.

The first verse is actually
a clue that the origin was
French. Red-legged partridg-
es on the European conti-

nent were
apt to sit in
trees. The
gray par-
tridges on
the British
Isles seldom
did. A par-
tridge in a
pear tree
would have
been foreign
to the Eng-
lish. Par-

tridges appeared quite regu-
larly in old French holiday
tales.

Today’s modern version
dates to 1909 when an Eng-
lish composer, Frederic
Austin, attached the words
to a traditional tune. He ad-
justed some of the words to
fit the melody, and in a cou-
ple of cases, adjusted the
melody to fit the words. He
also standardized the lyrics,
which heretofore had jum-
bled up the last four verses
of the song in various print-
ed accounts.

It’s no surprise that turtle
doves showed up in a song
that is about both Christmas
and true love. Turtle doves
were mentioned in the Old
Testament’s Song of Songs,
aka Song of Solomon. It was

a dove that first told Noah of
dry land. Turtle doves, like
our mourning doves, have a
reputation for pair fidelity,
and they often showed up in
classical paintings of young
lovers.

Many of the lyrics in the
song have varied over the
centuries, but not the one
about three French hens.
Every historical account
contains exactly that verse.
Why? They’re hens. They
provide additional nourish-
ment to one’s true love, espe-
cially if all those geese a-
laying aren’t keeping up
with the job.

On the other hand, not
even the 18th century Eng-
lish could figure out what
was meant by four calling
birds. Singing and calling
are two different bird vocal-
izations, and the latter is not
very exciting. Early printed
versions sometimes depict-
ed four canary birds,
colour’d birds, curley birds
and corley birds (whatever
those might have been). But
the most common expres-
sion of the time was “four
colley birds.” Colley was
slang for black. If you’ve
ever been to London, you’re
familiar with all of the black

birds around town. Jack-
daws and carrion crows are
abundant. What true love
wouldn’t want four carrion
crows?

With the exception of the
five golden rings, all of the
early gifts in the song were
birds. There is some specu-
lation, supported by scant
evidence, that ring-necked
pheasants occupied the
number five slot in the origi-
nal versions. There is a ver-
sion that is still sung today
in Sussex that celebrates
five goldspinks, which was a
slang name for goldfinches.

I suggest that the melody

itself supports the view that
the song is all about birds.
Note that the meter keeps
changing. Much of the song
is in 4/4 time, but it switches
awkwardly to 3/4 time when
singing about French hens
and calling birds. It’s like
two birders arguing over
which field guide is better,
Peterson’s or Sibley’s.

Like you, I’ve often won-
dered why anyone would
give his true love 12 lords a-
leaping. And, really, of what
practical use are any of the
gifts that follow the maids
a-milking? Even the seven
swans are problematic.
Have you seen swans? They
are elegant a-swimming,
enough to be folkloric he-
roes of operas and ballets.
But they put the foul in fowl.
Swans are large and aggres-
sive, attacking everything
around them, even people
who encroach upon their
territories. They are vicious
and voracious. Here’s a tip
for the holidays: if you give
a gift of swans, the romance
is over.

Bob Duchesne serves as vice
president of Maine
Audubon’s Penobscot Valley
Chapter. He developed the
Maine Birding Trail, with in-
formation at mainebirding-
trail.com. He can be reached
at duchesne@midmaine.com.
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visitors who have paid park
admission.

“We’re happy to be able to
get this on the road to put
equipment on people’s feet
so they can get outside and
have fun this winter,” Best
said. “When the trailer
lands, we can outfit approxi-
mately 100 people between
snowshoes and skis.”

In 2011, BPL launched the
first Maine State Parks Ski
and Snowshoe Trailer in re-
sponse to the national and
state “Take it Outside” ini-
tiatives to get people, espe-
cially young people, out-
doors and active.

“We looked at why aren’t
people getting outside as
much in the winter. What
are the barriers, and can we
possible remove those bar-
riers?” Best said. “We
thought, well, maybe they
don’t have the equipment.
Maybe it’s the cost. Here we
provide the equipment at
no cost.”

“Then we thought, maybe
they don’t know how to use

the equipment,” Best contin-
ued. “So we sent park rang-
ers and volunteers to ski
leadership workshops the
Maine Winter Sports Center
puts on to learn the basics
on how to size people cor-
rectly [for skis] and give
them pointers on skiing.”

Since 2011, the trailer has

been traveling to state parks
throughout Maine, outfit-
ting people for the trails.

“There was such a de-
mand,” Best said. “Now that
we have two [trailers], we’ve
doubled our capacity.”

The plan is to have one
ski and snowshoe trailer
travel around the southern

half of the state, while the
other travels around the
northern half of the state,
Best said.

Maine is home to 36 state
parks, and some have better
trail systems for winter rec-
reation than others. For that
reason, BPL focuses on mak-
ing some of the better suited
state parks more accessible
in the winter by plowing
winter parking areas and
grooming trails.

Popular Maine state
parks during the winter in-
clude Aroostook State Park
in Presque Isle, Mount Blue
State Park in Weld, Brad-
bury Mountain State Park
in Pownal, Wolfe’s Neck
State Park in Freeport, Lake
Saint George State Park in
Liberty, Lily Bay State Park
on Moosehead Lake, Sebago
Lake State Park in Casco
and Reid State Park in
Georgetown.

This winter, BPL is work-
ing to add Range Ponds State
Park in Poland to that list.
In addition to plowing a win-
ter parking area at the park,
the bureau has created a
new snowshoe trail and will
be grooming 2 miles of cross-
country ski trails once the

snow cover is suitable for
skiing.

BPL will be hosting the
inaugural Range Ponds
State Park Kids’ Ice Fishing
Derby on March 5. In prepa-
ration, the Department of
Inland Fisheries and Wild-
life recently stocked 200
brown trout in the pond, and
there are plans to stock
brook trout as well.

“We’re coming up with a
monthly calendar of events
that people can subscribe to
for [Maine] state parks,”
said John Bott, Director of
Special Projects and Com-
munications for the Maine
Department of Agriculture,
Conservation and Forestry.
“We know people like to
have state parks in their
backyards, but maybe they
don’t know about some
other state parks that are in
traveling distance. This will
help them learn about these
other parks.”

To kick off 2016, free First
Day Hikes are planned for
New Year’s Day at four
Maine state parks: Wolfe’s
Neck Woods State Park, Lily
Bay State Park, Sebago Lake
State Park and Popham
Beach State Park. Details

about these guided hikes are
available at parksandlands.
com, where people can view
a full calendar of state park
events and sign up to re-
ceive text message alerts
from specific state parks
about weather, trail condi-
tions, parking availability
and more. This free service
is new this year, Bott said.

“Reid State Park, for in-
stance, has a huge parking
problem when it’s busy,”
Bott said. “If someone sub-
scribes to that park’s alerts,
they might receive a text
that the parking is full and
decide not to drive 40 min-
utes to not be able to park.”

Though not all state parks
have plowed drives and
parking areas in the winter,
they are all technically open
to the public and regular ad-
mission fees apply. Howev-
er, because gates aren’t
staffed, visitors are asked to
leave their admission fees in
“iron ranger” collection
boxes near park entrances.

“It’s an honor system,”
Bott said.

To search for Maine state
parks in your area, visit
parksandlands.com.
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AISLINN SARNACKI | BDN

A pavilion offers shelter in a clearing in the Piscataquis County Demonstration Forest in
Williamsburg Township. This open area provides a great view to the north of Saddleback,
South Jo-Mary and Ebeemee mountains.

AISLINN SARNACKI | BDN

Red pines planted by a farmer in 1957 and 1958 have
grown tall in Williamsburg Township. The 12-acre stand is
located in the Piscataquis County Demonstration Forest,
which is home to more than 2.5 miles of trails for hiking,
snowshoeing and cross-country skiing.

Parks
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THE MAINE DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, CONSERVATION AND FORESTRY

Visitors skate at Mount Blue State Park during the winter
of 2013.


