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About this sarios...

In Downtown, Maine, we
send Bollard calumnist
and freelance scribe
Elizabeth Peavey to
cities and towns within a
tolerable drive of
Portland. The mission:
find out what's cool

to do there and report
back. Her findings
appear quarterly in

this magazine.

A travel series by
Elizabeth Peavey

AH, BIDDEFORD-SACO IN MUD SEASON...

OK, so itain’t April in Paris, but still,
the notion has appeal. Biddeford-Saco is
close to Portland, and we should all learn
something about our neighbors. Despite
their proximity to us, these twin cities are
fairly mysterious. Most Portlanders know
at least something about Gorham (USM).
We know Scarborough (sprawl). We know
Westbrook (Sappi). We know Old Orchard
Beach (dive bars and bumper cars). But
Biddeford-Saco is largely unknown terri-
tory, save for the errant lone soul I encoun-
tered in my pre-trip research who con-
fessed to misspending part of his youth
on Alfred Street in Biddeford. (Someone
would admit to that?)

Though these two towns are consid-
ered twin cities, they have about as much
in common as — well, I can’t think of any
twins to compare them to (the Olsens?
The Bushes?), but how about another pair
of famous siblings, Eddie Munster and his
sister, Marilyn? One’s upright and good-
looking; the other’s kind of scary, but fun.
(I ran this comparison by my husband,
John, who is my pop-culture guru, and he
reminded me that Marilyn and Eddie were
cousins, but I think you get the idea.)

The point is, calling these two towns
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“twins” is not really fair. Perhaps tellingly,
it seems the only businesses latching on to
that moniker — Twin City Auto Crush-
ing, Twin City Hair Removal — are on the
Biddeford side of the Saco River.

Itis the river that both cleaves and
binds these two cities. As was the genesis
of so many industrial towns in Maine, the
falls first attracted natives, then settlers,
then more natives and settlers. Unpleas-
antness ensued. By the 18th century, a
permanent white settlement was estab-
lished under the aegis of Sir William Pep-
perell, whose name you will still see on
everything from a town square to an out-
let store. Saco was once known as Pepper-
rellborough, until residents decided the
name was too unruly and reverted back to
the earlier and pithier name of Saco.

The 1gth century saw massive indus-
trial development, with mills clustered
around the falls, along the river and on
the island plunked in its center: formerly
York or Factory Island, and now Saco
Island. Workers’ homes sprung up on the
Biddeford side and owners’ manses on the
Saco side. The high demand for labor in
the late xgth century lured a huge influx of
workers from Quebec and Europe, which
explains the area's Franco-American heri-

tage and the preponderance of

lawn ornaments.

As the industrial boom began its
decline, mills closed, storefronts emptied
and both towns got a little, well, fatigué.
Today, however, a major revitalization is
underway. The massive brick mill build-
ings are being converted into office, studio
and commercial spaces, as well as condos.
(Chamber-of-commerce types hail this as
a good thing; 1 still prefer the beautiful
ruin of derelict buildings.) Saco is in the
midst of a green revelution, with a new,
wholly sustainable train station slated to
open later this year on Saco Island (the
wind turbine went up this past Febru-
ary) and other eco-friendly advances. And
while downtown Biddeford may still be a
little scruffy, it's hoppin’ with an influx of
artists, students from the nearby Univer-
sity of New England, and travelers who
can't find their way out of the city’s tangle
of streets.

There are three primary ways to ar-
rive at our destination from Portland: via
I-95 (and remember, when you travel a la
Peavey, you avoid highways and toll roads
atall costs), Route 1, or Route g.

Route 1 often dishes up scenic vis-
tas, authentic Main Streets, and kitsch
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