
Northern Research Station 	 May 2025

Massabesic  
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York County, Maine

Located in southwestern Maine, the 3,700-acre (1,497-hectare) 
Massabesic Experimental Forest was established in 1961 from 
land purchased in the late 1930s. The land purchased by the Forest 
Service for the experimental forest was typical of abandoned 
agricultural lands across New England that recovered to “old 
field” pine, mostly eastern white pine. Early studies focused on 
silviculture and management of eastern white pine. In 1947, 
following years of drought, a fire destroyed 80 percent of the 
trees on the experimental forest. Today most stands are a rich 
mixture of pine and hardwoods, most notably northern red 
oak. Consequently, research shifted to focus on mixed pine-
oak management with emphasis on wildlife habitat as well as 
forest products. The Massabesic is home to many seasonal and 
permanent wetlands with extensive stands of Atlantic white-cedar 
on the permanent wetlands.

Location: Lat. 43°27’8” N, long. 70°40’44” N

The Massabesic is located near the towns of Alfred and Lyman, 
Maine about 25 miles southwest of Portland, ME. The forest 
consists of two units (North and South) that are about the same 
size.

Vegetation: The eastern white pine-northern red oak forest type 
dominates upland sites. Eastern hemlock and red maple are 
also well represented throughout the forest. Nearly pure stands 
of paper birch occupy some areas cleared by the 1947 fire and 
subsequent salvage. Other cleared areas were planted or direct 
seeded to white pine or a mixture of white and red pine. Non-
native species, including western white and Scots pines, were also 
planted. Common woody shrubs include beaked hazelnut, several 
species of Viburnum, winterberry, witch-hazel, sheep-laurel, and 
Vaccinium species. Common herbaceous plants are star flower, 
Canada mayflower, bracken fern, wild sarsaparilla, wintergreen, 
wild oats, and mountain rice. 

Climate: The Massabesic climate is influenced by the Atlantic 
Ocean, which is fewer than 20 miles (32 kilometers) southeast 
of either unit and is characterized by warm summers and cold 
winters. Average annual temperature is 46.6 degrees Fahrenheit 
(8.1 degrees Celsius) with July typically the warmest month and 
January the coldest. Total annual precipitation averages 46.8 inches 
(1,188 millimeters) and occurs throughout the year, with snow 
cover typical during the winter months. 

Research—past and present: When the Massabesic was 
purchased, permanent sample plots were installed but many 
plot location stakes were lost in the 1947 fire. Following the fire, 
white pine management research was reinitiated, but emphasis 
shifted to artificial regeneration research, including a number 

of trials to control competing vegetation and white pine weevils. 
In the 1960s a series of genetics studies on white pine weevil 
resistance was initiated, followed by a broader focus on tree 
improvement research. Although the original sample plots were 
never reestablished, 399 sample points were established for an 
inventory of all upland vascular plants, including trees, shrubs, 
and herbaceous plants. More recently, scientists conducted 
investigations of soil nitrogen processes, aquatic insects, amphibian 
and owl ecology, and comparison of methods for sampling coarse 
woody material.

Research opportunities: There are ample opportunities for 
research on all aspects of ecology and management of pine-oak 
and other mixed-species forests, especially with regard to meeting 
information needs of family forest owners. 

Facilities: The Massabesic has minimal facilities including a small 
office, a workshop and storage building, and a quarters building. 
Some are occupied by other agencies under long-term use permits. 

More information, such as current collaborators and partners, 
and research publications can be found at:  
https://research.fs.usda.gov/nrs/forestsandranges/locations/
massabesic 

The Massabesic Experimental Forest is administered by: 
Massabesic Experimental Forest 
2283 Alfred Rd. 
Lyman, ME 04002

Email: sm.fs.nrscsd@usda.gov

One of the largest Atlantic white cedar swamps in Maine is on the 
Massabesic Experimental Forest, which has been designated a Focus 
Area of Statewide Ecological Significance. USDA Forest Service photo 
by Laura Kenefic.
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