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Box Shop (above) and village street (below) at E.I. DuPont’s Smith’s Mills prop-
erty in Standish, 1923.  In its heyday during WWI, Smith’s Mills employed hun-
dreds of men and produced 40,000 feet of lumber daily to support the overseas
war effort. The Portland Water District, calling Smith’s Mills “one of the worst
dangers of pollution about the lake,” purchased the property for $90,000 in
1923, and subsequently razed or relocated every building on the property, re-
turning it to a forested state. Images courtesy of the Portland Water District.



MAINE’S CONTESTED WATERFRONT:
THE PROJECT TO REMAKE SEBAGO

LAKE’S LOWER BAY, 1906-1930

DAVID B. COHEN

Throughout the nation’s history, few resources have been considered as
ubiquitous as water. The issue of who controls the use of water, however,
has seldom been straight forward. This was no less true in the Progressive
Era, when many growing urban areas significantly altered their water
infrastructure to meet increased demands. When debate arose over water
use, these municipalities often relied on the relatively new authority of
scientific knowlege, particularly in the area of public health and safety.
In this article, the author describes how the Portland Water District was
able to conserve Sebago Lake’s Lower Bay as a clean, reliable source of
drinking water for Portland, Maine. A native of Portland, the author is a
graduate of Brown University, where he earned his A.B. in history and
geology-biology. He is currently a Ph.D. candidate and Irving and Rose
Crown Fellow at Brandeis University, where he studies North American
environmental history.

IN THE winter of 1923, as snow swirled around buildings at Smith’s
Mills, an atmosphere of bleakness and malaise was settling upon
those few residents who remained at this once bustling manufactur-

ing village in the town of Standish, Maine. In its heyday during World
War I, this 90-acre tract of lakeside land owned by the E.I. DuPont Pow-
der Company had been a veritable boom town. The company had em-
ployed hundreds of men there, producing 40,000 feet of lumber daily to
be fashioned into boxes and crates for shipping explosives to the allied
armies overseas. Workers and their families had lived on site, and there
was even a small school house. Just five years later, with few families re-
maining, the village faced imminent closure and demolition. A Boston
reporter observed that “there is an atmosphere of desolation that is ap-
palling to those who have lived here for years, even before the coming of
the Duponts. These men walk about the little community mournfully,
shaking their heads over the passing of the little village.”1

While business had slowed since the end of the war, Smith’s Mills
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was being shuttered once and for all as a result of its recent purchase by
the Portland Water District, which paid DuPont $90,000 to take over
and dismantle the entire village. The District, a public institution that
drew water from Sebago Lake to serve the nearby city of Portland, would
later argue that Smith’s Mills was “one of the worst dangers of pollution
about the lake,” and was located too close to its intake in the lake’s Lower
Bay, threatening the health and safety of urban water consumers.2 The
property “had long been a source of danger,” argued the District, “owing
to a system of water sewage emptying into cesspools, the overflow from
which found its way into Sticky River, and thence into the lake.”3 Ulti-
mately, the Water District razed or relocated every building on the prop-
erty. Today, a “Smith Mill Road” still exists in the town of Standish, but
all traces of the former village are otherwise gone. 

The Smith’s Mills demolition was perhaps the most dramatic event
in a much larger, coordinated effort by the Portland Water District to
safeguard its water supply. In a period of roughly twenty years spanning
the 1910s and 1920s, the Water District acquired miles of shoreline
through eminent domain and purchases from willing sellers, con-
demned and knocked down cottages, restricted access to the waterfront,
and prohibited swimming within two miles of its intake. In totality,
these actions would dramatically remake the face of the Lower Bay,
transforming a once thriving center of industry and a growing destina-
tion for summer rusticators into what would essentially become an off-
limits wilderness in the southern corner of the lake. 

How was it that the nascent Portland Water District so successfully
transformed the prevailing model of land and water use over such a
short period of time, effectively putting an end to most industrial, resi-
dential and recreational uses of Sebago Lake’s Lower Bay? At the center
of this transformation was a small group of prominent scientists and en-
gineers who advised the District in its early years. These acclaimed ex-
perts from around the Northeast sought to use the best science of the
day to protect public health. They were convinced that the only way to
truly safeguard the water supply was to remove pollution at its source
rather than filter and remediate water that had already been contami-
nated. This vision of “pure water as furnished by nature” ultimately
drove the leadership of the Portland Water District to adopt its sweeping
conservation program, including its acquisition of shorefront parcels
such as Smith’s Mills.

These scientific recommendations, however, could never have been
implemented without a favorable political and financial framework. In a
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new age of mastery over germs, the public trusted the advice of expert
sanitary engineers.4 Moreover, as a later debate in the 1920s would make
clear, conservation measures could be implemented at a much lower
cost than strategies to remediate polluted water.

Despite its successes, the Portland Water District’s dramatic reorien-
tation of the Lower Bay did not come without controversy, especially the
ire of residents of the rural town of Standish who were most impacted
by changes to land and water use. These public debates brought into fo-
cus a series of substantive questions with environmental, political and
even moral dimensions. How should a limited natural resource like the
waters and shorefront of Sebago Lake be fairly allocated? When should
the public good trump the rights of companies and private individuals
to use the lake? And what rights should a small rural community like
Standish relinquish to serve the needs of a larger urban population? Se-
bago Lake’s disputed shorefront and waters in the early twentieth cen-
tury are part of a larger historical narrative of contested natural re-
sources that continues to resonate in environmental debates today. 

From Private to Public Hands: The Creation of the Portland
Water District

The first piece of the puzzle in explaining the success of the Portland
Water District’s conservation program at Sebago Lake might be easy to
overlook: the fact that there was a Portland Water District in the first
place, a public agency with the power to seize private land by eminent
domain. That such an organization existed in the 1910s and 1920s was
far from a given. In fact, for nearly four decades from 1869 to 1908, Port-
landers had been supplied with drinking water from Sebago Lake, cour-
tesy of the privately owned Portland Water Company. After the great fire
of 1866 had destroyed much of the city, Portland leaders were convinced
that they needed a modern water works to combat destructive fires, but
there was much disagreement over who should build and operate it. Ul-
timately, the city’s financial troubles (a result of debt from the Civil War
years combined with the devastation of the fire) compelled city leaders
to seek private, rather than public financing. A group of investors calling
itself the Portland Water Company received a charter from the state of
Maine and raised funds for this ambitious project. The company se-
lected Sebago Lake as its source, a natural reservoir that was favorably
situated just sixteen miles northwest of Portland.5 Carved out by glacial
action over 14,000 years ago, the lake was the second largest in the state,
with over 47 square miles of water surface and 105 miles of shoreline. It
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was also the deepest in the state, at 316 feet. While some critics remained
concerned about private ownership of a common resource like water,
many were assuaged by a provision in the Portland Water Company’s
charter that would allow the city to purchase the company through emi-
nent domain at any point after six years.6

Activists in Portland would push in earnest for such a purchase in
1906, as the Portland Water Company sought to renew its latest twenty-
year contract with the city. The timing of these negotiations was favor-
able for supporters of a public water district. Maine’s Supreme Court
had recently ruled that financing for municipal water districts was ex-
empt from a constitutionally imposed debt ceiling on cities and towns,
thus enabling a takeover for Portland that had been impossible earlier.7

The new Portland Water District was ultimately approved by voters in
Portland and South Portland in May 1907, and the final purchase price
(established later through legal proceedings) was set at $1.68 million,
with the assumption of an additional $2.1 million in debt. The new or-
ganization formally began operations in 1908.8

The campaign for a public water district was modeled on Progres-
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The Portland Water District’s laboratory on Casco Street in Portland, 1919. 
Using scientific authority to protect public health was a key factor in the cre-
ation of the public Portland Water District. This state-of-the-art facility, first
opened in 1913 on Kennebec Street, was specifically created in response to a ty-
phoid fever outbreak in Portland the previous year. The laboratory moved to
the Casco Street location in 1915. Image courtesy of the Portland Water District.



sive Era thinking that was heavily critical of corporate monopolies. Pro-
ponents argued that water rates could be lowered substantially if the wa-
ter works were no longer required to pay dividends to shareholders. In
addition, they maintained that water was a public resource and that pri-
vate shareholders should not be profiting from such a critical public ne-
cessity. Similar debates over public water occurred in cities around the
country during this period and were extensively referenced in Portland
newspapers. In fact, while just 53 percent of water works in the U.S. were
publicly owned in 1896, that number mushroomed to 70 percent by
1924; Portland thus fit into a larger national narrative of growing public
ownership.9

While issues of water quality and safety were only mentioned occa-
sionally in the debate leading up to the takeover, these health-related ar-
guments were important components of the case for a water district.
When they were invoked, they also tended to espouse Progressive Era
condemnation of corporate monopolies while embracing public owner-
ship of natural resources. These concerns were summarized by a newly
formed Special Committee on Water District, which reported to the
Portland City Council in 1907. The “continued protection of the public
health is of more importance than any monetary consideration,” stated
the committee’s report, which went on to argue that “a board of trustees
working solely for the public good is far more likely to take steps to pro-
cure and maintain protection to the water supply than will any private
company whose principal object is to secure good returns for the stock-
holders.” The committee also pointed to the urgency and timeliness of
the issue, contending that “the number of cottages on Sebago Lake is
rapidly increasing every year” and that the “single point of health protec-
tion regardless of how good the supply may have been in the past, is suf-
ficient alone to justify the public in assuming all the possibilities of pay-
ing a large sum to obtain these water plants.”10

Lewis A. Goudy, a local activist who spoke on behalf of Portland at
hearings in the capital city of Augusta, also raised the issue of public
health to forge support in the state legislature for a public water works.
According to a newspaper account, he told a legislative committee that
“he had never known the [Portland Water Company] to take measures
for preserving the quality of the water before—if it had, it had been in
the night time when no one was watching.” Furthermore, “he said that
the typhoid outbreak in Scranton, Pa., might be duplicated in Portland
unless the people take things into their own hands.”11 At the dawn of the
1900s, the specter of infectious disease outbreaks—which could now de-
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finitively be linked by bacteriologists to water-borne pathogens—re-
mained an ever-present concern for Portlanders as it was for urbanites
throughout America. 

As a result of these worries, measures to protect water quality were
drafted into the original charter of the Portland Water District. The doc-
ument, as approved by state legislators (and later ratified by local vot-
ers), included a provision for the new District to take land by eminent
domain for a long list of purposes, including “for preserving the purity
of the water and water shed.” 12 The timing of the public takeover in
1908 enabled the Water District to step in and exercise these powers of
eminent domain before rampant development of the Lower Bay shore-
line would make the purchase of shorefront land much less economi-
cally viable. The creation of a public agency thus provided a framework
for protecting land along the Lower Bay, an undertaking that would have
been far more difficult for the privately owned Portland Water Company
to accomplish.

The District Turns to Science
Once established as a public entity, the Portland Water District

quickly sought to implement policies based on the best practices of the
day in sanitary engineering, policies that would ultimately shape the
District’s conservation efforts at Sebago Lake and would remake the face
of the Lower Bay. The movement for urban sanitary reform had first be-
gun in England in the 1830s, and while it was less than a century old by
1908, it had made major strides in improving the health and welfare of
urban dwellers, both in Europe and in America. Public health reformers
in the early to mid-nineteenth century tended to associate disease with
filth and poor living conditions, and so the usual recommendations of
municipal sanitary surveys focused on cleanliness—for example, imple-
menting street cleaning and garbage collection, building municipal wa-
ter and sewer systems, and empowering local health departments. By
1880, an overwhelming 94 percent of American cities had a board of
health, a health commissioner, or a health officer.13

Clean water remained a continual focal point of these municipal
sanitation efforts in the mid-nineteenth century. By 1854, London
physician John Snow had been able to empirically prove that cholera—
one of the great infectious disease scourges of the era—was spread
through a contaminated water supply. But the exact means of transmis-
sion for infectious disease remained a mystery for another couple of
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decades until a series of critical discoveries supplanted the early “filth
theory” of disease with its modern replacement: “germ theory.” Begin-
ning in the late 1870s, scientists in the new discipline of bacteriology
made a number of rapid discoveries, identifying the microorganisms
that caused some of the worst communicable diseases of the era, includ-
ing cholera, gonorrhea, tuberculosis, typhoid fever, and scarlet fever.14

While the study of bacteriology impacted a variety of public health
efforts—such as vaccination—much of its most significant work fo-
cused on the quality of drinking water. A key breakthrough for water
testing came in the 1890s when George Fuller and George Whipple, two
scientists trained at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, discov-
ered that coliform bacteria in water indicate the presence of human or
animal feces—and hence the potential for other deadly microorganisms.
This discovery prompted state boards of health to implement new test-
ing regimens. Historian John Cumbler maintains that by the turn of the
century, “the work of the bacteriologists finally allowed state health offi-
cials to have some success in determining if the water that cities or towns
were using was safe to drink.”15 In addition to testing water quality, new
technologies were also emerging to treat polluted water. Filtration was
first tested at scale beginning in the late 1880s in Massachusetts, and
modern techniques in chlorination were developed around 1910.16

Important scientific advancements in the field of bacteriology ulti-
mately led to the “professionalization” of public health in the United
States, a phenomenon that was also impacting other disciplines during
the Progressive Era. New bacteriological techniques, which were highly
effective at combating disease but required an unprecedented degree of
technical expertise, shifted the “responsibility for health from the lay-
man to the trained scientist” beginning around the 1880s, according to
historian Barbara Rosenkrantz. “As both prevention and cure of disease
were removed from the jurisdiction of enlightened common sense, new
appeals for sanitary controls were phrased in terms of dependence upon
qualified experts—the engineer, the chemist, and the biologist.”17

The aims and successes of the new, scientifically-based public health
efforts led to a new era of optimism among both the public and the sci-
entists themselves. Such optimism was articulated by Whipple in his
1917 work State Sanitation. “The ‘new public health’ movement is now
in full swing,” he wrote, “and its momentum ought some day to carry it
to the point where communicable diseases have been practically obliter-
ated from the earth. Nothing in all history has done so much to reduce
the suffering and misery of mankind as the curative and preventive arts
which have grown out of the science of bacteriology.”18 This new era of
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optimism, which elevated the importance of professional scientists, was
a national phenomenon with critical local consequences for Portland.
The rise of science as a primary tool to manage public health coincided
with the founding and early decades of the Portland Water District and
ultimately drove the course of the District’s conservation efforts in the
Lower Bay.

At least five prominent engineers and scientists were retained by the
District at its founding, tasked with analyzing the water quality and pol-
lution levels of Sebago Lake. The purpose of their investigation was
twofold: to determine if pollution at the lake might be cited to reduce
the purchase value of the Portland Water Company, and to make recom-
mendations on how best to maintain water purity and prevent the
spread of waterborne illness. Portland’s geographic location—only
about one hundred miles north of Boston—allowed the Water District
to tap into the expertise of some of the country’s most distinguished
sanitary engineers. Massachusetts had long been considered a national
leader in the field of public health and water safety. The commonwealth
had established the nation’s first state board of health in 1869.19 And the
Lawrence Experiment Station, established in 1886 along the polluted
Merrimack River in Lawrence, became America’s leading research insti-
tution on water purification.20

George Whipple, among the Massachusetts scientists retained by the
Portland Water District, was at the time of the appointment a professor
of sanitary engineering at Harvard University, chairman of the commis-
sion of sanitary engineering at the Massachusetts Board of Health, and a
principal of the sanitary engineering firm Hazen & Whipple. The Dis-
trict also engaged the services of Whipple’s colleague, Allen Hazen, who
was the author of numerous textbooks on sanitary engineering and had
designed or implemented many of the largest filtration plants then in
operation in the United States, including the first experimental plant in
Lawrence. In addition to Whipple and Hazen, the District called upon
the services of Leonard Metcalf of the Massachusetts firm Metcalf &
Eddy. Metcalf served as consulting engineer for the Boston metropolitan
water supply and would later serve as consulting engineer for the Port-
land Water District from 1912 until his death in 1925. The District also
engaged the services of William P. Mason, a professor at Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute in Troy, New York, who was a recognized authority in
the field of sanitation and the author of several textbooks on the topic.21

If the District’s trustees were privately hoping that these scientific
experts might find fault with the water supply so as to lower the pur-
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chase price of the Portland Water Company, they were out of luck. Ac-
cording to a later newspaper report, “after a most exhaustive examina-
tion covering several months the trustees of the District were forced to
admit on the advice of Hazen & Whipple that the water was in first class
condition, although several possible sources of pollution were discov-
ered.”22 Professor Mason testified that the water was “at least as good
and in many cases better than filtered water for this reason, that bacteri-
ologically and chemically it compares favorably [and] shows equally as
good,” and that “pure water as furnished by nature is always better than a
equally pure furnished by art [i.e., through a filtration plant], because
art might possibly fail in its operation sometime.”23 While lauding the
overall purity of the water, the experts did, however, make several rec-
ommendations on how to improve its quality. These steps included ac-
quiring land around the intake, prohibiting swimming near the intake,
and policing the watershed to prevent anyone from breaking sanitation
laws. The trustees wasted little time in implementing these recommen-
dations, commencing land acquisition by eminent domain in 1911 and
successfully advocating for passage by the state legislature of a two-mile
no bathing zone around the intake in 1913.24 This zoning remains in ef-
fect to this day.25

Even before it took these longer-term steps, however, the District
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Temporary hypochlorite plant at Hinkley Brook in Standish, 1916. The plant
was deployed to chemically treat water from the polluted tributary, before it en-
tered the lake near the District’s intake. Image courtesy of the Portland Water Dis-
trict.
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followed the advice of its sanitation experts by identifying and removing
the most obvious sources of pollution in the Lower Bay. As early as 1908,
Dr. William S. Thompson of Standish, who served as the District’s local
inspector, met with landowners and the District’s trustees to identify and
remedy sources of pollution. “The inhabitants about the lake, as a whole,
seem to appreciate conditions and to be willing to adopt reasonable reg-
ulations to protect the water supply,” wrote the trustees.26 In these early
years, the Portland Water District also worked with steamboat operators
to install sanitary toilets on their boats, and with the Maine Central Rail-
road to do the same at Sebago Lake Station on the southern shore of the
Lower Bay. It also prevented trains from discharging waste from onboard
toilets within a certain distance from the lake. 27

Acquiring Land in the Lower Bay
With regard to land acquisition for the purpose of protecting water

supplies, the Portland Water District was not forging new ground.
Rather, there were many precedents for doing this throughout New Eng-
land between the Civil War and World War I, often by public utilities
that sought to protect reservoirs from industrial and agricultural pollu-
tion.28 Following these established precedents and acting upon the ad-
vice of its scientists, the Portland Water District took measures to pre-
serve the quality of its watershed. The trustees wrote in their 1911
annual report that increased development from summer cottages along
Sebago’s shoreline had “been the cause of considerable anxiety to the
Trustees.” When “a tract of land near the intake, and comprising nearly a
mile of water front, was plotted into cottage lots and offered for sale, the
Trustees decided that prompt action was necessary.” Using the powers of
eminent domain provided under its charter, the District condemned
large sections of land around the intake that year—comprising nearly
two miles of waterfront—and declared that “additional land should be
taken from time to time as fast as the income of the District will permit
and the necessity of the situation may require.”29 This was exactly the ap-
proach taken, as the District continued its acquisition program over the
next two decades through a combination of eminent domain and pur-
chases from willing sellers.

One of the more colorful stories of the District’s land acquisition
program took place in 1922, involving a “colony of Thespians” who
owned summer homes on Indian Island in the Lower Bay. For these New
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York actors, the lake represented a bucolic retreat from the heat and bus-
tle of summer in the city and a place to relax between hectic seasons on
Broadway. They spent their days, according to the Portland Sunday
Telegram, “basking beneath the Maine pine trees, darting in swift motor
boats over the sapphire waters of the lake, smoking, and fishing, and
loafing, and seeping in the Sebago sunshine.”30

But the “modern Eden” created by these vacationers would be very
short-lived. Indian Island, the home of the actor colony, was situated
within the two-mile no bathing zone, which the Maine state legislature
had enacted in 1913. The colony’s fate quickly began to unravel in the
summer of 1922 when islander Malcolm F. Williams, a stage and film ac-
tor from New York City, was caught illegally swimming in the water in
front of his home by a warden of the Portland Water District on a rou-
tine motorboat patrol (these patrols had been inaugurated in 1917).
Williams’ wife, Florence Reed, a renowned stage and motion picture star,
was reportedly sitting on the shore at the time and watched as her hus-
band was arrested after a verbal altercation with the warden. The Water
District pressed charges, and Williams was forced to appear in municipal
court in Portland to face accusations of illegally bathing in the lake. The
actor argued that he was within his legal rights to take a “duck” into the
water outside of his own home, and pleaded not guilty. But the court
ruled against him and levied a $20 fine (the maximum allowed by law),
plus court costs.31

The Portland Water District did not stop there. Two weeks later, the
District filed papers with the county commissioner to condemn and
seize the cottage of Williams and Reed, along with the two other cottages
that were part of the actors’ colony. The flap generated a great deal of at-
tention locally. “It is the talk of the general store, the barber shop, the ice
cream parlor,” wrote one reporter. “The big world outside may wag on
indifferent, but Sebago Lake wants to know whether Malcolm Williams
and Florence Reed are to lose their property or not.”32 Ultimately, the
District prevailed. Calling the cottages on Indian Island “prolific sources
of danger,” and arguing that the island’s “inhabitants were not honestly
observing the regulations of the District,” the trustees took swift and de-
cisive action in eminent domain proceedings. By the following year, the
District controlled the entire island and the cottages were subsequently
destroyed.33

Not all of the land acquired by the Portland Water District had pre-
viously been used for private residential purposes, as at Indian Island in
Sebago’s Lower Bay, or for commercial purposes, as at Smith’s Mills. In



August 1925, the District signed a long-term lease with the Maine Cen-
tral Railroad for a waterfront parcel that had previously been used as
public picnic grounds. The District then proceeded to shut down the
site, erecting a fence to keep out trespassers. Lamented one newspaper
writer: “the popular picnic grounds located near the Maine Central Rail-
road station at Sebago Lake, the scene from time immemorable of happy
picnic parties and field days of various organizations, is lost to the public
forever.”34

In the late 1910s the Portland Water District began a program of
planting trees on the various properties it had acquired. For example,
when the Smith’s Mills property was purchased and torn down in the
early 1920s, seedling spruce was planted there to restore the property to
a forested state.35 The idea of implementing forest management prac-
tices on watershed lands was not unique to Sebago Lake. Forestry activi-
ties on public watershed parcels in New England dated back to the late
1800s, although it was not until the decade following World War I that
large-scale projects were undertaken to plant and manage forests on
municipal watershed land throughout the region. Coniferous species
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Summer cottage on Indian Island owned by Broadway actors Florence Reed and
Malcolm Williams, 1923, shortly before its demolition. The cottage, located
within the Portland Water District’s two-mile no bathing zone in Sebago Lake’s
Lower Bay, was condemned and destroyed by the District after Williams was
caught illegally swimming in the lake. Image courtesy of the Portland Water Dis-
trict.



like pine and spruce were the preferred choice of foresters. Not only
would they reduce soil erosion and prevent leaf litter from entering the
water supply, but they were also more commercially viable than other
species.36 In addition to acquiring land and engaging in forestry, the
Portland Water District also fenced off much of its property near the
water intake to prevent unauthorized access by campers and other tres-
passers. Describing a new one and one-half mile galvanized wire fence
built in 1913, the trustees wrote that it protected “the property taken by
the District from encroachment by picnic and automobile parties which
have heretofore had ready access to the shore of the lake and been a
source of danger.”37

Concurrent with its efforts to acquire land, and in keeping with the
recommendations of its scientists, the Portland Water District was also
taking important steps to test water. These efforts were hastened when a
typhoid fever outbreak struck Portland in the summer of 1912. A report
created that year by Professor E.B. Phelps of the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology and presented to the Portland Board of Health called into
question the safety of the water supply and recommended that it be
chlorinated, a relatively new technology.38 In response to Phelps’ report
and to public concerns over the typhoid fever outbreak, the District
again turned to the assistance of scientific experts. It hired Professor
James M. Caird of Troy, New York to create a state-of-the-art laboratory
for the bacteriological and chemical testing of the city’s water supply.
The laboratory, located in the Water District’s building on Kennebec
Street in Portland, formally began operation in February 1913 and was
run on a day-to-day basis by one of Caird’s charges, a Rensselaer Poly-
technic Institute graduate.39 Caird concluded that the typhoid fever out-
break was not triggered by a polluted water supply; he would later blame
contaminated milk. Nonetheless, under his supervision, the District did
eventually adopt the advice of Professor Phelps, constructing a
hypochlorite plant at the water intake in 1913 to treat water before it was
piped to consumers. The plant was initially used seasonally or as condi-
tions warranted.40 The District also constructed hypochlorite plants that
would remove pathogens from two contaminated brooks that entered
the lake near the intake.41

The myriad steps taken by the Portland Water District to protect wa-
ter quality in the Lower Bay yielded notable results. Average bacterial
counts per cubic centimeter of lake water fell dramatically, from 38 in
1908; to 26 from 1913 to 1918; to 11 from 1918 to 1922; and finally, in
1923, to only five.42 Using empirical, scientific data, the Water District
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demonstrated to the public that its conservation program was a great
success. Over this time, the trustees and leadership of the District con-
tinually referred to the reduction in bacteria counts in order to justify
their continued actions in protecting the Lower Bay from pollution. Of
the District’s annual reports from 1908 to 1928, each one addressed the
issue of “sanitation” in the brief Trustees’ Report at the front of the doc-
ument, underscoring the seriousness with which the trustees treated the
issue of water quality and safety. Moreover, the actions outlined in these
reports—such as land acquisition in the Lower Bay, chlorination, and
new testing regimens—were almost entirely guided by recommenda-
tions from the District’s scientific experts, according to the trustees.
Both in action and rhetoric, the District consistently sought to imple-
ment solutions that were perceived to be based on sound science.

Confronting Rural Opposition
Disputes over water rights have frequently arisen between urban ar-

eas that consume large amounts of water and rural regions that provide
water resources to consumers in far-off metropolises. In nearby Massa-
chusetts, for example, the capture and transport of water in the western
part of the state for use by urban communities in the east created lasting
hostility between the two regions. In the Bay State, urban and rural in-
terest groups contested not only the rights to limited supplies of water,
but also the locations of reservoirs themselves when farmland was
flooded to create the Wachusett Reservoir in the 1890s. When that sup-
ply proved inadequate, entire town centers and four cemeteries were del-
uged to create the larger Quabbin Reservoir in the 1930s, arousing great
distress in the affected communities.43 Opposition from rural interests
was present but more muted in the case of Sebago Lake because the wa-
ter supply of Sebago was naturally plentiful. In order to serve the city of
Portland, no significant quantity of water needed to be diverted from
other agricultural or industrial uses, and no new dams would be built to
flood local farmland.

Nonetheless, the far-reaching conservation efforts of the Portland
Water District did provoke negative sentiments from Standish residents
who objected to what they described as the District’s heavy-handed tac-
tics in reorienting water rights on the lake. Early on, the Portland Water
District was forced to confront disgruntled individuals in the town of
Standish who owned shorefront land on the Lower Bay. Landowners felt
that the District was not fairly compensating them for seized property.
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One such dispute played itself out in 1915 after the District condemned
the Higgins estate, which consisted of 350 cottage lots and a mile of lake-
front. The Water District had offered to pay $12,000, based on estimates
from its real estate appraisers, but the heirs to the property demanded
$40,000 and even produced a series of witnesses, residents of Standish
who claimed that the value of the land was between $25,000 and
$40,000. Ultimately, the County Commissioners settled on a value of
$18,000, far less than what the heirs had wanted.44

By the mid-1920s, these individual cases had evolved into a much
more organized and vocal opposition, likely catalyzed by a series of
high-profile events, including the Indian Island Thespian colony con-
demnation in 1922, the dismantling of the DuPont Company’s Smith’s
Mills in 1923, and the shuttering of the lakeside picnic grounds in 1925.
These events gave some locals the impression that the Portland Water
District was shutting down the town for business, stunting development
and limiting the town’s property tax base. Resident James Perrigo wrote
that “under the policy pursued by the Water District, real estate values
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The Higgins lot on Sebago Lake’s Lower Bay, 1919. In an effort to safeguard wa-
ter quality, the Portland Water District condemned the property, which con-
sisted of 350 cottage lots, in 1915. The property’s heirs demanded $40,000 in
compensation, but the County Commissioners awarded them just $18,000.  Fol-
lowing the condemnation, the Portland Water District planted white pines to
reforest the parcel. Image courtesy of the Portland Water District.



are rapidly depreciating, the tourist business is much less than a few
years ago, business in general is depressed and working men have to seek
employment elsewhere. A representative of the Water District has stated
the intention of doing away with the village entirely sometime in the fu-
ture.”45 Furthermore, Perrigo mocked the closure of the picnic grounds,
writing that “leasing the picnic ground may possibly prevent a scrap of
paper being blown into the lake, which is about the only source of con-
tamination there.” And he urged the state legislature to revoke the Dis-
trict’s powers of eminent domain, calling them “dangerous.”46

By 1925, after the Portland Water District had moved its intake far-
ther from shore and into deeper water, many lakefront landowners in
Standish, particularly those whose shorefront homes still remained
within the two-mile no bathing zone, argued that the Water District
should abandon its policy of land acquisition and move to lift the two-
mile restriction. These residents believed that the District ought to in-
stead construct a filtration plant, which they claimed would achieve the
desired effect of safe drinking water without any burden being placed on
the local community. In August 1925, local resident Philip Webb Davis,
M.D., suggested that “boating, bathing, and fishing” might once again
“be unrestricted on the Lake” with the proper diversion of sewage as well
as a new filtration plant. With the new intake submerged in deeper water
one quarter mile from shore, Webb argued that the danger of contami-
nation from bathers near the shore was now “a practical impossibility.”47

While proponents of a filtration plant may have been motivated by is-
sues pertaining to use of the Lower Bay, their rhetoric, like the Water
District’s, was largely grounded in scientific authority and emphasized
the safety of Portland’s water supply.

The fears of Standish residents that the policies of the Portland Wa-
ter District were crimping development in the town were likely fueled by
a significant depopulation during the 1920s. While the town’s popula-
tion had grown from 1,504 in 1900 to 1,735 by 1920, it fell sharply to
1,317 by 1930, a 24 percent drop over ten years and the steepest percent-
age decline in the town’s recorded history. The loss of 418 residents
might be largely attributed to the closure of Smith’s Mills, where approx-
imately 250 people once lived. This depopulation certainly had a major
impact on the fabric of the town and caused some residents to blame the
Portland Water District for the town’s woes. It should be noted that dur-
ing the same period (1920 to 1930), none of the other five towns abut-
ting the lake experienced similar population loss. Meanwhile, at the re-
ceiving end of the Water District’s pipes, Portland’s population increased
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by two percent to 70,810, South Portland’s by 50 percent to 13,840, and
neighboring Westbrook’s by 14 percent to 10,807. 48

While Standish residents made impassioned pleas for constructing a
filtration plant and lifting restrictions in the Lower Bay, the Portland
Water District countered with scientific arguments of its own for why a
filtration plant was not advisable, stating that “the water supply is better
protected and is in better condition today than it was eighteen years ago,
and that no necessity exists for a filtration plant provided the present
policy of protecting the supply is continued.”49 The filtration plant be-
came a major issue in the 1926 election for Water District trustee in
Portland. Dr. Edwin W. Gehring, seeking election as the ostensibly pro-
filtration candidate (although he refused to take a definitive, public
stand on the issue), contended that a medical doctor should be repre-
sented on the board of trustees to ensure that public health issues, like
filtration, would be adequately considered. Incumbent William Blake,
however, argued against a filtration plant, insisting that he, too, would
protect the quality of the water by using sound scientific principles. One
of Blake’s campaign ads read, “he stands for protecting the water supply
under the direction of expert sanitary engineers, as at present, rather
than allowing it to be polluted and then go to the expense of purifying
it.”50 Blake, of course, was echoing the ethos that the Water District had
been embracing for years: that preserving the purity of the water supply
in the lake should be the preferred option for protecting public health,
rather than remediating polluted water. Blake, a longtime incumbent,
handily won re-election. What is notable, however, is that both candi-
dates claimed scientific authority to justify their positions, consistent
with the belief that public health administration should rest in the
hands of qualified experts. Neither candidate disputed that the best sci-
ence of the day should be employed to protect the public. They simply
disagreed on what that “best science” was.

Scientific arguments, however, did not function in a vacuum in the
case of the filtration debate. The advice of the District’s scientists to pro-
tect the watershed also aligned conveniently with fiscal imperatives. Ac-
quiring land was expensive, but it was certainly within the financial ca-
pacity of the District. Approximately $200,000 was spent on land
acquisitions between 1911 and 1925. During that time, the District
brought in annual revenues of between $300,000 and $500,000, so the
land purchases could be accomplished without significant rate increases
for customers. This was especially true because the purchases were
spread out over a number of years. A filtration plant, however, would be
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a different story. In 1925, the District estimated the expense of building a
new plant at $1,000,000, with annual expenses of $100,000 per year (half
from debt service and half from operating costs). This would have re-
quired a 20 percent increase in water rates according to the District’s
own estimates, which the public would have been unlikely to tolerate.51

In this particular case, the advice of the District’s scientists aligned with
that of its financial planners, and the construction of a filtration plant
was deemed both costly and unnecessary.

Debates over filtration of Portland’s water supply mirrored those oc-
curring to the south in Massachusetts. The first significant filtration de-
bate in the Bay State had occurred in the 1890s, as Boston and surround-
ing cities and towns sought to quench the area’s growing thirst for water.
The demand for water in urban areas had outpaced the supply available
from Boston’s earliest public water project, Lake Cochituate. When the
State Board of Health was asked to investigate the prospects for creating
the area’s first metropolitan water district, the board’s chief engineer,
Frederic P. Stearns, investigated a number of different options for aug-
menting the region’s water supply. Stearns focused primarily on two
proposals: the first was to dam the waters of the Nashua River at the
town of Clinton, creating a large reservoir of pure water. The second
proposal was to draw from the polluted Merrimack River, which would
require filtration.52 This was a relatively new technology at the time,
with modern, scalable filtration techniques pioneered at the Lawrence
Experiment Station in Massachusetts starting in 1888.53

Despite the early successes of filtration, Stearns had recommended
using the cleaner waters of the Nashua over the polluted waters of the
Merrimack. In the Board’s 1895 report, Stearns and his colleagues ac-
knowledged that “waters as polluted as those of the Merrimack can be
effectually filtered and rendered safe for domestic use.” But they also ar-
gued that “in a few instances at least, inefficient administration or inher-
ent defects of construction have allowed disease germs to pass through
filters which were assumed, by good authority, to be a sufficient protec-
tion,” and Stearns successfully convinced Massachusetts policy makers
that damming the Nashua was a wiser approach.54

One of the key reasons for rejecting filtration of the Merrimack
River in the 1890s was that filtration was relatively new and not yet
proven on a large scale. However, this had changed by the 1920s, when
debate began in earnest over whether to dam the Swift River farther west
to form what would later be called the Quabbin Reservoir. But here
again, state policy makers selected the clean waters of the Swift over the
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option of filtering the Merrimack. The plan to tap the waters of the Swift
was strongly advocated by X. Henry Goodnough, Stearns’ successor at
the Metropolitan Water District, who used much the same rhetoric as
Stearns to support capturing pure water over filtering polluted water.55

The aversion in Massachusetts to filtration seems to be a regional
preference and was not universally shared around the United States. By
1920, some 20 million urban dwellers in the U.S. drank filtered water.
This represented consumers in a third of all American cities with popu-
lations greater than 2,500.56 Historian Fern Nesson credits the discom-
fort with filtration in Massachusetts to the enormous influence that
Frederic Stearns exerted over the next generation of sanitary engineers
in the state.57 Within a small community of elite sanitary engineers in
the region, many of the same scientists and engineers who advised the
Metropolitan Water District in Massachusetts also advised the Portland
Water District, and all reached the same conclusion that Stearns had
come to in his 1895 report: that a pure, unpolluted water supply was the
best defense against possible contamination for consumers at the tap. 

The debate surrounding construction of the Quabbin also shared
interesting parallels with Sebago Lake in terms of the ways in which fil-
tration pitted urban interests against rural ones. In particular, political
leaders in western Massachusetts demanded that filtered sources of wa-
ter in the eastern part of the state be considered.58 Much like the situa-
tion at Sebago, filtration offered the promise for rural residents to main-
tain control over the natural resources in their communities. However,
these arguments made little impact for the affected towns in western
Massachusetts, which for the most part were politically weak, poorly or-
ganized, and unable to combat the power of metropolitan Boston. Simi-
larly, inhabitants of Standish were unable to amass the political clout to
oppose the lakeside conservation efforts of the Portland Water District.
Standish residents complained about the Water District’s policies to law-
makers in Augusta, but made no headway.59 Public officials, and the
public at large, believed the health and safety concerns of a hundred
thousand water users outweighed the rights of much smaller groups of
lakeside interests to use the water for recreation or industry. A newspa-
per reporter who covered the dismantling of Smith’s Mills captured this
attitude in 1923: “Smith’s Mills has to go not because of any fiendish de-
sire on the part of man to wreck something that has proven a blessing to
hundreds seeking to obtain their bread and butter and lay by a bit of
money for a rainy day,” wrote the reporter, “but because its elimination
is going to prove a blessing to more than a hundred thousand people.”60
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The Water District’s political success in preserving the Lower Bay
may also have been buttressed by a conservation ethic that had long
been espoused by the people of New England, providing yet another (al-
beit less obvious) explanation for the Portland Water District’s achieve-
ments. Historian Richard Judd argues that in the 1800s, when the ability
of New England communities to manage their natural resources started
to collapse amidst increased commercialization and mobility, concerned
residents increasingly petitioned the state to implement regulations to
protect natural resources. Many people in nineteenth century New Eng-
land had fought for forest protection, restrictions on and restocking of
fisheries, and closed hunting seasons to maintain game populations.61

Similarly, historian John Cumbler resurrects a strong current of conser-
vationism in 1800s New England, from ordinary citizens who “did not
retreat or long to retreat into the wilderness but lived in cities and
towns,” and who “struggled to make the environment of the most settled
parts of the nation more amenable to human habitation.”62 These pat-
terns observed by Judd and Cumbler help to explain efforts to preserve
water quality at Sebago. Proponents of the Water District’s program
sought not to create an anti-modern wilderness around the Lower Bay,
but rather to build a modern and efficient water works that would serve
the needs and health of the citizens of greater Portland. Land conserva-
tion was a means to meet that end. 

By 1930, the Portland Water District could claim victory in imple-
menting an ambitious program of land and resource conservation for
Sebago Lake. Just two decades after its inception, the District had finally
secured the Lower Bay, protecting the purity of its water supply for the
future. This achievement should not be seen as inevitable, but rather was
deeply rooted in its historical moment. In the late 1800s and early 1900s,
a wave of critical breakthroughs in bacteriology that promised to finally
erase the scourge of infectious disease caused American institutions to
increasingly place the administration of municipal water supplies in the
hands of qualified experts. The trustees and leadership of the Portland
Water District faithfully adhered to this doctrine, following the advice of
a cadre of scientists from across the Northeast who consistently articu-
lated a fundamental vision: protecting the health and safety of the re-
gion’s water takers by removing sources of pollution around the water
intake. This vision became reality not just because the public trusted the
advice of expert sanitary engineers, but also because the District pos-
sessed sweeping new powers under public ownership legal procedures,
because conservation measures could be implemented gradually and af-
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fordably, and because residents of greater Portland viewed the conserva-
tion of natural resources as a critical public good.

Nonetheless, the actions of the Portland Water District were never
unanimously supported despite a broad consensus for conservation. In-
deed, they provoked considerable hostility in Standish, where local in-
terests opposed regulating water use at Sebago Lake. These tensions are
reflective of larger narratives of the Progressive Era, including the au-
thority of health officials to regulate collective space, the increased role
of scientific authority in political rhetoric, evolving understandings of
conservationism, and the growing influence of urban interests in rural
life. The debates between the District and its critics also reflect a number
of key questions that continue to fuel environmental disputes in the
twenty-first century. Specifically, who should control the fate of com-
mon resources? How can public uses of these resources be reconciled
with the private rights of individuals? And who should bear the costs
and reap the benefits of environmental protection? These are discus-
sions which continue to this day.
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