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Introduction and Userôs Guide 
 

Natural history, creative writing, and public education have long 
been among my passions. At College of the Atlantic (COA), I was 
privileged to study all of these disciplines, as well as those in which they 
intersect. Nature writing emerged for me as an ideal way to help people 
better understand and love the places and creatures around them. 

I conceived this guide as an exercise in clearly and lyrically 
describing a place where I had lived, wandered, and thrice watched the 
seasons progress from autumn to spring. I soon realized, however, that I 
still had much to learn about the deceptively-small campus. Overlooked 
wildlife, little-known historical tales, and newly-noticed benches (thirty-five 
at last count) continually spiced my explorations and research, sustaining 
my desire to share them with others.  

This is not a complete survey of campus wildlife or a thorough 
history. Rather, it is a guide to twenty-two distinctive landscape features 
as I experienced them in the years 2006-2010. Visitors, newcomers, and 
longtime COA community members alike may learn from it.  

The book is divided into three categories: gardens, wild areas, and 
ñbuilt featuresò (manmade structures, excluding buildings, which are not 
part of other features). Within each, entries progress across campus from 
south to north. Each entry covers one feature and contains the following: 
 
Description: The featureôs location (also indicated on the enclosed map) 
and overall layout, including some distinctive species where applicable. A 
partial species list, with scientific names, is at the back of this book. 
 
History: The featureôs creator(s) and time of creation, what it replaced, 
and how it has changed over time (as applicable). Some dates are 
approximate or derived from the informal recollections of my sources. 
 
Seasonal highlights: Notable, site-specific events observed in autumn, 
winter, and spring. I have never spent a summer on campus, and so could 
not describe that season. Built features change little with the seasons and 
so do not contain this section. Many events were noted during 2009-10, a 
year with an unusually snow-deprived winter and early spring, so their 
timing may not be characteristic of those to come. 
 
Memory: Eight features include descriptions of vividly-remembered 
experiences which deepened my connection to them. The original poems 
at the beginning of each category also represent memories.  
 
I have not had time to describe the Dorr Museum Courtyard, the brushy 
seaside fringe, the ceramic studioôs Japanese garden, the lawns dappled 
with exotic trees, or the unstable, off-limits gazebo beside the North Lawn. 
Even in my targeted features, beasts and blossoms have undoubtedly 
escaped my notice. I hope you will enjoy this guide, and then see what 
you can find in this campus of small wonders. 



 2 

Note on creature-name capitalization 
 
I have capitalized the common names of creatures whose species is 
known to me (e.g. European Hornbeam), a standard practice for 
biologists. Un-capitalized names (e.g. goldenrod) denote creatures which I 
could not conclusively identify at the species level, as well as the partial 
names of those whose full names were used earlier in the description of a 
given place. 
 
 
Disclaimer 
 
I have done my best to verify the botanical notes in this guide, but their 
accuracy is not guaranteed. Some plants may have been misidentified or 
replaced, and scientific names may change. Please consult other sources 
before consuming anything or using this information academically. 
 
 

Overview of historical campus ownership 
 
The propertyôs first human visitors were Native Americans, who used 
Mount Desert Island as a summer foraging ground. But I do not know 
when Europeans first took possession of it, so my timeline begins with the 
first era of wealthy summer vacationers. 
 
1878-1903: Eight ñcottages,ò some quite opulent, are built on the land now 
owned by COA. Wealthy families summer side-by-side in a manicured 
landscape. 
 
1907-1938: One by one, the cottages north of the stream are razed or 
neglected. Wild plants begin to overgrow lawns, gardens, and the spaces 
between the southern cottages.  
 
1942: The Franco-American Oblate Fathers of Mary Immaculate buy 
Guyôs Cliff (Kaelber Hallôs cottage predecessor) for use as a junior college. 
 
1959: The Oblate Fathers buy the property now covered by the northern 
campus and build several structures on the North Lawn. 
 
1967: The Oblate Fathers buy the Turrets property, but depart for Canada 
shortly afterward. Their land ends up in the possession of businessman 
Mike Garber. 
 
1969-71: COA founders acquire the Oblate Fathersô property from Garber 
and establish the college. Land and building renovations begin.  
 
1976-2002: COA acquires several properties sell for the stream, extending 
the campus to its current size. 
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Gardens 

 
 
Early autumn, late afternoon 
The garden, bathed in golden light: 
A masterpiece borne of loving labor 
Sunflowers, squashes, borage, tomatoes, 
Cosmos, calendula, kale 
Many more ï vegetables, flowers and herbs 
Food and medicine coaxed from the soil 
For those who tended them all summer long 
One of my teachers, picking tomatoes, gives me four 
No shame of distance and poison to taint them 
In myriad shapes and colors, this garden is 
As dazzlingly diverse an array of forms 
As any rainforest or reef 
 
("A Walk in the Community Garden," September 2007) 
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Davis Village Gardens 
  
Description 
Seafox House, Deering, and the six paired dorms of the Kathryn W. Davis 
Student Village surround a miniature park of lawns, gravel paths, night 
lamps, and low stone "sitting walls." In front of each building, glistening 
flagstones alternate with small trees and shrubs, boulders, and masses of 
delicate Hay-scented Ferns. These gardens are themed ï native Maine 
plants by Millard/Dority Houses, "modern" by Eno/Hamil, Japanese by 
Miliken/Shorey ï although many residents, including me, do not notice this 
pattern until informed of it. European Hornbeam saplings grow tethered 
upright on a central lawn; a few larger trees remain from the South 
Campus Woods which previously covered the area. 
 
History 
The courtyard was created in 2009, concurrent with construction of the 
Student Village and drastic remodeling of Sea Urchins ï a large rundown 
cottage with a small dorm in one end ï into Deering. The process 
surrounded Seafox with mud and machinery for a year and a half, blocking 
the bridge and forcing students to detour through the woods. The Student 
Village was named after a longtime benefactor of COAôs international 
programs, but the manicured gardens and non-toxic, ultra-insulated, 
renewably-powered dorms have been nicknamed "eco-Disney." 
 
Autumn 
Purple-flowered hostas border the front of Seafox. White hydrangeas, 
some faded to pink, bloom by Deering. Yellow mushrooms briefly appear 
on the lawn by Seafox, floppy caps overlapping. Many trees and shrubs 
turn crimson-leaved by early October. Hay-scented Ferns turn warm 
russet, remaining present through November. 
 
Winter 
Rhododendrons remain green, as do the tall conifers around the 
courtyard's edges. Students build snow creatures on the lawns. On bronzy 
strands of upside-down bells, which funnel rainwater from the new dormsô 
eaves, icicles form in circles of perfect glass columns.  
 
Spring 
Clover turns green before the roll-on grass around it, vividly splotching the 
gray lawns well into spring. Vernal Witch Hazel bears stringy red flowers in 
early April. Other plants wait until May before erupting into a soft fireworks 
display of pink, purple, and white: viburnum, fothergilla, strawberry, lilac, 
rhododendron, and more. Buttercups border Seafox and, on warm nights, 
students open their windows to hear frogs calling in the nearby pools.  
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Memory... 
I crawl across dusty, matted grass, growling in my throat as I scan the 
April night. It's my first time playing "zombies," and a boy's bite has 
zombified me. My prey is out there, somewhere, darting through darkness 
and lamplight between forbidden, golden-lit buildings. 
 
 
 

 
 
Millard House and Seafox 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 7 

Sunken Garden 
 
Description 
Slightly cut into the hillside between Turrets and Blair/Tyson, this 
disheveled little oasis is easily walked by and missed. Concentric 
flowerbeds ring a dry fountain, divided by crumbling brick paths overgrown 
with moss and weeds. Shrubs and young trees stand here and there. 
Stone structures surround the garden: two benches, a pedestal, a small 
Virgin Mary statue with a headless, broken-limbed child. At the south end, 
stone pillars of a former arbor surround a brick-floored rectangle set with 
patio furniture. An arch ï currently unstable and unusable ï serves as the 
northern entrance, but two passages allow entry through the arbor. 
 
History 
A cottage called The Moorings, built in 1885, formerly occupied this site. In 
1907, the owner of Turrets bought and razed The Moorings, converting it 
into the garden. It was hidden by undergrowth when acquired by COA, 
and is still being restored. As a joint senior project, Tim Brubaker ó09 and 
Dakota Strassner ô09 built a retaining wall into the rising hillside, cleared 
the beds, replaced existing plants and added new ones. More renovations 
may occur, although the current landscape plan calls for maintaining the 
garden as a "ruin.ò   
 
Autumn 
Daisy, Purple Coneflower, Astilbe, and other blooms sprinkle September 
beds which soon become entirely green and brown. Plastic flowerpots on 
the patio table hint at the labors of landscapers. Fallen leaves lie 
everywhere, partly covering the fountain's concrete floor. 
 
Winter 
Beds and paths obliterated by snow, the garden becomes a blank white 
disc between stone structures and fountain. Purple Coneflowers retain 
seed heads like spiky white space ships, revealed when snow melts from 
the leaf-covered beds. An azalea by the arbor entrance retains speckled 
leaves and fat brown flower buds. 
 
Spring 
The azalea blooms by mid-April, its bee-swarmed purple glory an overture 
to the botanical concert of May. Bleeding Heart, Foamflower, Siberian 
Bugloss, Creeping Phlox and other delicate flowers then assemble amid 
orderly masses of ferns and many-shaped leaves, between clean paths, 
restoring color to the old garden. 
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 Virgin Mary statue amid Bleeding Heart and Siberian Bugloss 
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Blair/Tyson Courtyard 
 
Description 
Blair and Tyson dorms join in a V, with an opening at its base and a high 
hedge across its mouth. Within, pink brick paths border a wedge of lawn 
sprinkled with Paper Birches, passing through the hedge via an arch on 
one side and stairs on the other. Flowers and shrubs grow between path 
and wall; a bleached picnic table sits on the lawn. In this courtyard, the 
dormsô residents recreate in good weather, share communal meals, and 
shiver together when the fire alarm goes off at midnight. 
 
History 
Blair-Tyson was built in 1995 where the Turrets gatehouse once stood. 
The courtyard was created concurrently, designed by local landscaping 
firm Coplon Associates, which also designed the Davis Village Courtyard 
and Newlin Garden. Aside from tree growth, little has changed since then.  
 
Autumn 
Few flowers bloom, aside from asters and dandelions. For students, the 
season's highlight lies just outside the courtyard, across the parking lot: a 
Hardy Kiwi vine blanketing trees and fences. Its smooth green fruits ripen 
by early October, taste exactly like their larger fuzzy cousins, and are 
eaten like grapes.  
 
Winter 
Open and quiet, the courtyard becomes a passage between the parking 
lot and elsewhere. But those who ignore it in March miss spring's first 
appearance when snowdrops and crocuses bloom beneath the birches. 
 
Spring 
A Cornelian Cherry tree near the ñCò entrance, one of several on campus, 
bears clusters of tiny yellow flowers in April. More flowers follow in May, 
including grape hyacinth, vivid purple-red honeysuckle, and rubbery, 
honey-scented fothergilla (also called witchalder). The courtyard becomes 
a student haunt again, near the campus center yet green and secluded.  
 
Memory... 
I walk up the brick path in spring sunlight, feeling dazed. After nearly a 
year at COA, I've only just now entered this courtyard and realized that the 
strange old gray arch by Turrets and the big brown dorms with their own 
parking lot are in fact the same building! 
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