
The Androscoggin River

Floods on the Androscoggin

The powerful waters were both a friend and a foe to industrial era residents. Floods sometimes 
wiped out entire bridges and sections of mill. Three major floods have struck Lisbon. The first, 
in 1814, destroyed twenty-one sawmills along the river, including several in Lisbon. These early 
mills succumbed easily to the force of the Androscoggin. The second, in 1936, destroyed many 
town attractions, including the Lisbon-Durham Bridge and Worumbo baseball stadium. Water 
levels were so high that they swelled onto Main Street. The last major flood to hit Lisbon was in 
1987, the same year that saw the fiery demise of the Worumbo Mill. Floods have been lessened 
with successful use of dams, but can still occur at any time. 

The History of an Industrial River

The Androscoggin is the third longest river in Maine but has the largest change 
in elevation. Over the 177 mile journey from Lake Umbagog, New Hampshire, 
to Merrymeeting Bay, Maine, the mighty Androscoggin descends 1,243 feet. It 
is riddled with natural waterfalls and was a favorite fishing river of local Native 
Americans. The falls would halt fish from continuing their journeys upstream 
and make for easy picking. 

As European settlers arrived on the shores of the Androscoggin, they used the 
river as the foundation for industry. The drop of the Androscoggin made it ideal 
to deliver logs from forests to paper mills, provide hydropower, and carry waste 
out to sea. 

Over the years, the Androscoggin became ravaged by pollution from heavy use, 
and for much of the 20th century the water was simply too foul to even go near. 
Textile and paper mills along the Androscoggin would annually dump thousands 
of tons of dye, chemicals, wood and wool fibers, liquors, and bleaches into the 
river. Fumes from the toxic river water were pungent enough to peal the paint off 
houses and tarnish silver. The lack of environmental regulations made it so indus-
tries could pollute as much as they wanted to. Eventually, after centuries of poorly 
regulated use, civil unrest would finally put a halt to unchecked contamination. 

 Source: Lake Umbagog,    
              New Hampshire

Mouth: Merrymeeting Bay, 
              Maine

Length: 177 miles (286 km)

Drop: 1,243 feet (379 m)

Coming of the Clean Water Act

Mounting public concern throughout the United States over water pollution would eventually 
lead to the 1977 amendment to the Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972, known as 
the “Clean Water Act.” This act was carried through the Senate by Maine Senator Edmund S. 
Muskie. Muskie, who grew up along the banks of the Androscoggin in Rumford, Maine, drew 
inspiration from the industrial river of his youth. The Clean Water Act established regulations 
for releasing pollution into American waterways and gave the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) control over setting limitations and industry standards. Companies could now 
face harsher legal troubles if they did not comply with these standards. This act also created 
a basis for sewage treatment facilities and stopped the direct discharge of sewage into the 
Androscoggin. 

After years of wastewater treatment regulations, the Androscoggin has become swimmable 
once again and has reinstated itself as a world-class fishing destination. Now, it is not an 
uncommon sight to see bald eagles scanning the water for fish as anglers line the shores and 
boaters paddle, leaving only small wakes behind.
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