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History of the Kennebec River and The Kennebec Celebration Festival 
 

Alewives, Blueback Herring and American Shad are three of the ten species of native migratory fish that once popu-
ƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ YŜƴƴŜōŜŎ wƛǾŜǊ ƛƴ ƘǳƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦ  9ǾŜǊȅ ǎǇǊƛƴƎǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƪƛƴŘǎ ƻŦ άǊƛǾŜǊ ƘŜǊǊƛƴƎέ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 
ocean to freshwater to spawn in the Kennebec River watershed.  This migration is known as the Spring Running.   
 
At one time, the migration of river herring ran into the millions.  Take shad for instance: millions of pounds of shad 
were landed commercially from Colonial times into the early twentieth century; and during that era, shad were so 
numerous that it was actually considered a sign of poverty to eat them.  An 1852 history of Kennebec River towns, 
Gardiner and Pittston, relates that άŀƭŜǿƛǾŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƻ ǇƭŜƴǘƛŦǳƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ǿŀǎ ǎŜǘǘƭŜŘΣ ǘƘŀǘ 
ōŜŀǊǎΧŦŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǘŜǊΦ  ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊƻǿŘŜŘ ŀǎƘƻǊŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƻǳǎŀƴŘǎΦέ  All these fish were a crucial part of 
ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŜŎƻƭƻƎȅ ŀǎ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ōƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǇǊŜȅΣ ǊƛǾŜǊ-dependent mammals and also proved to be a vital commodity for 
aŀƛƴŜΩǎ ŦƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƭƭ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ YŜƴƴŜōŜŎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭƛȊŀπ
tion era, damming and pollution virtually collapsed the fish populations and vastly degraded the quality of the wa-
ter.  For decades the river became a dumping ground for factories and raw sewage.  The continual decay of the 
river devastated fish populations, threatened wildlife and discouraged recreational use. 
 
bƻǿΣ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƭŜŀƴ ²ŀǘŜǊ !ŎǘΣ ǘƘŜ YŜƴƴŜōŜŎΩǎ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ Ƙŀǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ƛƳπ
proved. The removal of the Edwards Dam at the head of tide in Augusta in 1999 has also played a key part in the 
rapid and dramatic recovery of the ecology of the river from Augusta up to  Waterville.  With these improvements, 
river herring populations have started to rebound. Bald eagles, ospreys and even golden eagles have returned, 
sturgeon and striped bass can now be found in the Waterville area and recreational use of the river has increased 
as well.  
 
This resurgence of life in the Kennebec brought the many groups, agencies and individuals in the Capital area to-
ƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ά{twLbD w¦bbLbDέ CŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ aŀȅ ƻŦ нллс ƛƴ !ǳƎǳǎǘŀ ŀǘ aƛƭƭ tŀǊƪΦ  /ƛǘȅ 
officials, business owners, scientists, historians, farmers, anglers and environmentalists all joined together to cele-
ōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǊƛǾŜǊ ƘŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ YŜƴƴŜōŜŎ wƛǾŜǊΤ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ǇƛŜŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǊƛǾŜǊ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΩ 
history and the potential that these fish represent for a rebuilt river and aquatic ecosystem.   
 
Lƴ нлмл ǘƘŜ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƴŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǎǘƛǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ƛǘ ά¢ƘŜ YŜƴƴŜōŜŎ /ŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ 
of not only celebrating the return of the river herring, but also the return of this valuable natural resource that  
vitally contributes to vibrant and sustainable communities and improves the quality of life for those inhabiting or 
just visiting the area. 
 
And thus the festival was born and the celebration continues... 



Please Join Us! 
 

The lower region of the Kennebec River passes 
through three counties (Kennebec, Lincoln and Sa-
gadahoc ) which have a combined population of over 
192,000.  As more folks flock to the Kennebec and to 
communities north and south of Augusta, they are 
able to witness first hand what a beautiful natural  
resource the river is, and the potential that exists for 
living, working, recreating and vacationing in this   
ǊŜƎƛƻƴΦ hƴŎŜ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŜŜ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ άƭƻŎŀƭ 
ŦƭŀǾƻǊέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿƛƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ 
again and again. 

 
As The Kennebec Celebration festival continues 
to grow in size and scope, there are numerous 
opportunities for community citizens, organiza-
tions, agencies, local businesses and even      
corporations to join together to help sponsor 
and support this educational, environmentally 
important and fun event. Partnering with The 
Kennebec Celebration and helping to ensure its 
success, and ultimately helping to preserve this 
beautiful resource, will be a rewarding experi-
ence for your business, your community, the 
environment and your family.  Please join us! 
 

The 2011 festival will take place Saturday, June 11th (rain or shine) at the East Side Boat 
Launch, Old Fort Western, and Water Street in Downtown Augusta. 

 
 

For information and schedule of events go to 
www.kennebeccelebration.com 

 

Or Contact 
 

 Dana Morse, Maine Sea Grant Program 
   Darling Marine Center, 139 Clarks Cove Rd. 

    Walpole, ME 04573 
 

     (207) 563-3146 x205 
    Dana.Morse@maine.edu 

 


