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WINTER HARBOR — It all 
seemed so simple at first. 
Not only did Roxanne 
Quimby have the vision for 
a world-class village green 
smack dab in the middle of 
picturesque Winter Harbor, 
but she also had the land. 
And Lord knows, after she 
sold most of her rags-to-
riches Burt's Bees empire 
for $175 million last fall, 
Quimby had the money.

So why has this thing 
become so . . . complicated?

"I would call it 
'reservations.' People have 
reservations because the 
future is somewhat 
uncertain," Quimby said 
Monday as a late-summer 
downpour pounded the 
awning outside her 
specialty food store, J.M. 
Gerrish Provisions. What's 
more, she said, "I am 
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Staff photo by John Ewing 
Roxanne Quimby has proposed creating a 
village green on two acres of land, seen 
behind her, that she owns on Main Street 
in Winter Harbor. She has invited the 
public to help design the green, but her 
idea has still met some resistance. 

known. I am a somewhat 
controversial figure. My 
activities with land 
preservation are well-
known."

That they are - especially in 
Maine's north woods, where 
Quimby is loved by some 
and reviled by many more 
for her ongoing efforts to 
acquire vast tracts of forest 
and someday turn them 
into a national park.

But down in Winter Harbor, 
the 55-year-old 
multimillionaire has a much different public relations challenge on 
her hands. She wants to build a town center on land she recently 
purchased next to her store. She also wants the townsfolk to help 
her design it. Through one of her charitable foundations, she'll 
even build it and maintain it - at no cost whatsoever to the town.

So why are some people, particularly those who were here long 
before Quimby decided in 1998 to make Winter Harbor her 
summer home, feeling a little, shall we say, skittish about the 
whole idea?

Because, as Allan Smallidge noted from his front porch a few 
doors up Main Street, times have changed. And in this 
picturesque village separated by Frenchman's Bay from the 
hustle and bustle of Bar Harbor, so has philanthropy.

"It used to be that Big Bucks would come into town and the town 
would say, 'We need something,' " said Smallidge, who was born 
here and served as Winter Harbor's town manager from 1984-97. 
"And then the Big Bucks would say, 'OK, we'll do it.' "

And now?

"This is different," Smallidge said. "This is a case of Big Bucks 
saying, 'This is what the town needs' and then doing it.' "

Meaning the deepest roots no longer dictate how and where the 
town will grow. Three years after the Navy closed its station here 
and left Winter Harbor drifting somewhere between a blue-collar 
fishing village and Bar Harbor East, the community's future 
increasingly revolves - for better or worse - around Roxanne 
Quimby.

And her focus groups.

Quimby, to her credit, considers this as much the community's 
project as her own.

Soon after she purchased and renovated J.M. Gerrish Provisions 
and then acquired two adjacent lots - both with houses in various 
states of disrepair that Quimby promptly demolished - Quimby 
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hired Coplon Associates of Bar Harbor to design her a four-acre 
village green.

Landscape architect Sam Coplon's first words of advice: Hold a 
community meeting to solicit ideas for what the relatively wide-
open space (Bar Harbor's village green is a paltry one acre) 
should look like.

The fliers went up, and on Aug. 3, Quimby and Coplon were 
astonished to find at least 100 people - summer folk and year-
rounders alike - packed into the local school gymnasium. The 
question for the evening: "What would a village green mean to 
Winter Harbor?"

Lots of talking, for starters.

The brainstorming session, led by Coplon while Quimby and a 
helper set out the cake and lemonade, produced a cavalcade of 
ideas: an arboretum interlaced with perennial gardens, a 
bandstand, a fountain, a clock, bike racks, an information booth, 
benches and picnic tables, walking paths, an ice-skating rink 
(Quimby likes that one), a playground with a lobster boat and 
lighthouse (Quimby proposed that one) . . . and, oh, yes, don't 
forget the parking and the public restrooms!

"We filled up page after page of the audience's ideas until they 
started to get repetitive," Quimby said. Then Coplon divided the 
crowd into four groups, handed each a site map of the property 
and asked each group to go ahead and design the darned thing.

"Then they each elected a spokesperson and we went back to the 
big group and the spokesperson for each small committee 
reported to the larger group what their committee wanted," 
Quimby said. "That was to accommodate people who may not 
have wanted to speak up in front of 100 people or who needed to 
talk a little bit about their idea before they could present it."

One of those people was Smallidge. He thought about tossing a 
year-round community center into the mix of ideas - he thinks 
many of the older folks in town could use a place to gather 
indoors long after the tourists and summer people go home. But 
in the end, he just listened to his small group deliberate and kept 
his mouth shut.

"The question was never, 'Do you want a village green?' " 
Smallidge said. Among the old-timers, he added, "This seems to 
be something that's sort of getting away from us somehow. And 
nobody is sure how that happened or what to do about it."

Over the next month or two, Coplon and Quimby will complete a 
final design for the town's perusal - if not its approval. It won't be 
easy - a recent survey of the site reveals that Quimby has just 
under two acres, not the four she thought she'd bought. So much 
for the parking.

"That's the town's problem - not necessarily my problem," she 
said. "I'm not going to take my vacant lots and turn them into 
parking when what I really want is a park for people, not for cars. 
That is something the town is obviously going to have to deal 
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with."

Small wonder that current Town Manager Roger Barto has come 
up with a nickname for the changes - including, at his count, five 
buildings torn down and two new ones put up - since Quimby 
came to town.

One of those buildings was the Main Stay Inn, which Barto owned 
before Quimby bought it and called in the wrecking crew. In its 
place now stands the brand-new Mama's Boy Bistro.

"I call it urban renewal," Barto said dryly. "Roxanne style."

Staff Writer Bill Nemitz can be contacted at 791-6323 or at:

bnemitz@pressherald.com

Reader Comments 
What do you think of Roxanne Quimby's plan? 

Juni of Miami, FL
Sep 2, 2005 1:21 PM
A Village Green..., instead of a BIB BOX retail outlet mall with parking for 
20,000 cars, miles of asphalt all around to pollute the ground water with 
toxins!!! How un-American!!! I cannot believe in this day in age of hyper-
consumerism reaching peak oil and you are thinking of building a Village 
Green, how selfish. Think about all those little boys and girls in "developing" 
countries working in sweat shops, they will probably end up losing their jobs. 
Not only that but miss the opportunity to place another American 
architectural marvel: the "BIG BOX", in the center of your community. It 
could be an icon for generations to come. And what about those minimum 
wage jobs that may not be available for the resident of the community. It is 
an outrage! I cannot believe it and you’re giving the residents a voice on how 
to shape it, now that is just preposterous. Do the right thing and that is the 
American thing, just pave it over! 

Kevin of Standish, ME
Sep 2, 2005 1:06 PM
Allan Smallidge says "Big Bucks" did not ask the community for their input as 
to whether they were interested in her proposal. Yet they take her money for 
ideas they propose. That sounds as if they are quick to take other's money 
but not flexible to listen to new ideas, only their own. Is she only welcome as 
long as her bank account is open to Smallidge's agenda?

Steve Anderson of Tucson, AZ
Sep 1, 2005 11:57 PM
Kudos to Roxanne. She's offering to fund a significant quality of life 
enhacement for this town, and is letting the citizens design it too. What more 
could they ask for? Seems like a handful of grumps is getting in the way of a 
terrific project. As long as the project respects the character of the town and 
the community, what's not to like?

Marilyn of Otisfield, ME
Sep 1, 2005 7:15 AM
If Roxanne wants her land to be a park, good for her. Let her fix it up, put it 
into the "open space" tax category, and let folks use it, and Roxanne can 
continue to pay tax on it. The town can see how it goes and at a town 
meeting down the road folks can decide whether to accept the land as a gift 
or not, through a warrant article. If they don't accept it, Roxanne can 
continue to pay tax on it and maintain it. 

What would Maine be without the 'outsiders" moving here and "renewing us"? 
Probably Maine. In 1820 we became a separate state from Massachusetts 
because we wanted to do things the "Maine" way, and we're still a separate 
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state today. 

It's precisely that 'out-of-state' attitude that they bring with them. . . that 
THEY know how to do things the 'right' way, because the Maine way is no 
longer the way THEY want it. 
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