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!""15  !""""""""""""  Sherman Lake Wildlife 
Management Area

F OR YEARS, TRAVELERS ALONG THIS PART OF ROUTE 1 puzzled at the presence of an 
obviously tidal stream on the inland side of the road juxtaposed to an equally obvious 

freshwater lake on the ocean side. The incurious — myself included — left it at that. But 
nature will have its way on occasion, and when the 1930s dam under Route 1 gave way in 
October of 2005, and Sherman Lake rejoined the estuarine system of the Sheepscot River, 
the apparent paradox drained away. Despite the understandable disapproval of some of the 
former lakeside residents, the state opted not to reconstruct the dam, and now the tides 
flow in and out through the stabilized breach, doing what it has done for centuries. The 
transformation from freshwater lake to 
salt marsh has provided a perfect research 
opportunity for University of Southern 
Maine biologists to monitor the year-by-
year change from one type of biological 
community to another (see p. 71). 

According to Ethan Nedeau in the 
Gulf of Maine Times (see www.gulfof-
maine.org/-times/spring2006/sciencein-
sights.html), the loss of the dam was cata-
clysmic for the freshwater ecology. The 

Looking back on Route 1 from the peninsula trail gives a different perspective to the highway.

The vista from Lynch Road stretches down the long 
arm of the marsh to Route 1 in the distance.



bass, pickerel and perch could  
not survive, though young ale-
wives probably did. Salt-intolerant 
snails, freshwater mussels, cray-
fish, and other invertebrates died. 
The frogs and turtles that had 
already begun to hibernate suc-
cumbed without ever waking from 
their seasonal retreat. In 2005 and 
afterwards, the flow of nutrients 
from the dying flora and fauna out 
of Sherman Lake and into the 

Marsh River provided rich pickings for the downstream, intertidal community. 
The change, however, has brought ecological benefit as well. Salt marsh habitat loss 

along the Atlantic coast has been significant, and to restore a patch to its natural function 
is unusual. This site is the largest such restoration in Maine (about 300 acres), and nature 
is doing all the work. Alewife and blueback herring have returned to the embayment, 
around which cattails are yielding to smooth cordgrass (Spartina alterniflora). When a 
seed or a small raft of this plant borne by air or water establishes itself, a salt marsh is 
born. Spreading via underground rhizomes, spartina forms dense baffles that trap sedi-
ment. This in turn makes the habitat more terrestrial, allowing less salt-tolerant plants 
to root, among them another variety, saltmeadow cordgrass (Spartina patens). It doesn’t 
take long for the larvae of bivalves such as the ribbed mussel (Geukenzia demissa) to be 
carried upstream by nutrient-rich tidal surges. The mussels fertilize the spartina com-
munity with their nitrogenous feces, and themselves provide food for animals. The 
resources of the reforming salt marsh attract herons and other shoreland birds including 
the Nelson's sharp-tailed and seaside sparrows, bald eagles, northern harriers, river 
otters and breeding populations of horseshoe crabs (see p. 95).

The 70-acre Sherman Lake Preserve combines marsh-side vistas and deep pine 
woods. Along the trail within the forest there is enough topography to elicit a sense of 
exploration: cliff-like walls of rock covered with moss and lichen, tiny niches filled 
with woodland flowers, and stunted oaks lend the forest an almost movie-like  

Directions: Sherman Lake Peninsula Wildlife Management Area 
Newcastle, Maine Department of Inland Fisheries and Wildlife 

Parking for the peninsula trail is a pull-off on Dodge Road, just a few hundred feet east of Middle 
Road, 0.8 miles from Route 1. Park just into the woods road, but do not block access. 

WebSource: www.gulfofmaine.org/times/spring2006/scienceinsights.html

The tide sweeps in where once it ended.
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Left: Shelf fungi (Ganoderma sp.) parasitize the lower trunk 
of a hemlock tree. Above: Follow the pointed red arrows that 
mark the trail around the peninsula.
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setting — at least with imagination. At the height of the peninsula, about 100 feet, 
there is a wind-stunted section of woods where trees are not much over 8 feet.

If you’re not up for a 2 !-mile walk, drive around the lake on Dodge and Lynch 
Roads. This brief detour takes you by some classic old farms and is a pleasant break 
from the traffic. The state picnic area on Route 1 doesn’t afford access to the marsh, 
but immediately south a track leads to the inlet under the bridge where you can watch 
the waters ebb and flow according to the gravitational pulls of moon and sun. 

——        T.O.

Local habitat can change in a matter of just years. (Courtesy of the artist, Ethan Nedeau.)



Dog-toothed Violet: What’s in a Name? 
Consider a few of Maine’s lesser-known creatures: the wandering glider, the widow skimmer, 
the ebony boghaunter, or the zigzag darner, and my favorite, the stygian shadowdragon: all 
harmless, beneficial Odonata, or dragonflies. By comparison, the dog-toothed violet 
(Erythronium americanum), seems almost prosaically named, but why dog tooth? For the 
answer we must dig into the ground. The plant, which is a lily, not a violet, grows from an 
underground swollen stem, a corm, which somewhat resembles a dog’s tooth. Through the 
years, the mottled leaves of E. americanum have suggested the flanks of various animals lead-
ing to other common names: adder’s tongue, trout lily and fawn lily. 

The corms can be boiled and served with butter, or the young leaves can be boiled and 
sprinkled with vinegar. One writer suggests that the corms can be eaten raw; another that they 
help with ulcers, and have merit as a contraceptive (a little adder’s tongue, my dear?). It is said 
to be a mild emetic, and antibacterial.

Perhaps the trout lily is best enjoyed for what it is, a spring ephemeral and a delicate 
harbinger of warmer temperature, thriving next to lingering patches of snow beneath larger, still 
leafless shrubs and providing early forage for winter-starved deer. The two-leaved plants are 
fertile; the one-leaved, sterile. Watch for them at this and many other sites.

——        T. O.
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The mottled leaves of this many-named species are distinctive.
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Rebirth of  
a Salt Marsh
Dramatic transformations in the 
ecosystem of this site have pre-
sented golden opportunities for 
research. Through the beginning 
of the 1900s, it was a brackish 
marsh typical of the Maine 
Coast. Where Route 1 now 
crosses the inlet, a swing bridge 
allowed access for small boats 
transporting bricks from the 
brickyards in the marsh to the 
Sheepscot River. In 1934 an 
earthen dam replaced the swing 
bridge and blocked tidal 
exchange between the marsh 
and Sheepscot River system, 
and the impounded area soon 
flooded with freshwater. 
Motorists on Route 1 today pass 
across a raised bridge built in the 
1960s above the earthen dam. In 
2005, after more than 70 years, 
the earthen dam washed out in 
a storm and the freshwater lake 
drained. The hidden, yet intact, 
creek beds of the marsh were 
revealed, and the 200-acre wet-
land underwent yet another eco-
logical conversion.

Two of the first scientists 
on the scene were Dr. Karen 
Wilson of the University of 
Southern Maine (USM) and her 

former graduate student, Laura Jones. By the spring 2006, the exposed marsh peats were 
home to a hodgepodge of lake plants, meadow flowers, grasses, and tree seedlings mixed 

Salt marsh plants quickly colonized the former lake bottom.  
(photo: Karen Wilson)
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with salt marsh plants. Most 
surprising was the abundance 
of saltmeadow rush (Juncus 
gerardii) that appears to have 
sprouted from a dormant  
seed bank in the drowned 
marsh peats. While Juncus is 
usually less common on the 
high marsh than saltmeadow 
cordgrass (Spartina patents), 
it seems that the seed bank has 
given Juncus the competitive 
edge, as it covers much of the 
marsh surface.

Every summer, student researchers have documented changes in the plant commu-
nity. Since 2006, freshwater lake plants such as pickerel weed (Pontederia cordata) and 
wild rice (Zizania palustris) have largely been replaced by typical salt marsh plants, 
including Spartina and Juncus. Cattails (Typha spp.), which are somewhat salt-tolerant, 
have become less abundant across the marsh as the saltiness of the soils and creek water 
have increased.

Another ongoing project focuses on controlling the invasive growth form of common 
reed (Phragmites australis). Though there are genetic strains of Phragmites native to the U.S., 
the aggressive nonnative form creates thick stands that choke out native species. It was first 
seen here in 2008, growing in small and sparse patches that nevertheless doubled in size by 
2009. The Maine Department of Transportation (DOT) and USM have cooperated in monitor-
ing the spread of Phragmites, and in 2009 DOT started using herbicide to control the reed, 
thereby allowing native plants to thrive.

Ongoing study of the marsh has provided context for several projects at USM. In addi-
tion to documenting the Juncus seed bank, Laura Jones described the initial vegetation 
changes and studied the role of wrack (dead plant matter washed up with the tide) in seed 
dispersal.

Another question is the matter of how insects and spiders use the changing vegetation of 
the marsh. I have collected arthropods using methods such as vacuuming aphids off 
Phragmites leaves. Chemical analysis of the insect tissues reveals food web interactions on the 
marsh. These findings are compared to the undisturbed section of marsh north of Route 1 to 
see if that area is supporting the same food web. This research has yielded an astounding 
variety and number of insects and spiders across the marsh.

Beetles of the Saldidae family, known as shore bugs, like the muddy 
margins of salt marshes. (Abby O. Pearson)
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Experiments on this and 
nearby marshes by student 
Elizabeth Mitchell examine 
competition among salt 
marsh plants based on the 
hypothesis that, with climate 
change, our marshes may 
become saltier in coming 
years. Salt marsh plants must 
withstand inundation at high 
tide, continual changes in 
water chemistry with the 
tides, and soggy soils. Only 
the best competitors survive. 
A better understanding of 
interactions between plants 
may help to reckon the con-
sequences of climate change.

Though Sherman Marsh 
has come a long way, travel-
ers to the marsh can still see 
many of the scars from its 
past. Ditches dug prior to the 

1930s to drain the marsh surface for grazing cattle and as mosquito control are visible from the 
air. Misshapen bricks from the old brickyards can be seen along the banks of the creek at low 
tide (see p. 79). And, if you peek over to the north side of the inlet under the bridge, you can 
still see rubble left over from the old earthen dam.

For more information on Sherman Marsh, contact Dr. Karen Wilson, Assistant Research 
Professor in the Department of Environmental Science and Policy, University of Southern 
Maine: karen.wilson@maine.edu; (207) 780-5395.

——        Abby O. Pearson

Tissue analysis of aphids sampled on the marsh allows insights into its 
ecology. (photo: Karen Wilson)


