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    Bill Forbes was born in Bingham and grew up in Caribou, Maine. “Bill was one 

of many who saw being County-born as the gateway to the World. But he 

cautioned that hard work and persistence were also prerequisites.” (Bangor Daily 

News obituary, May 2011)  He attended Caribou primary and secondary schools, 

and graduated from Caribou High School in 1949.  It was in primary school that he 

began his life-long love of searching for, and finding fossils.  A sister of Bill’s 

recalls that after school Bill would walk down Main Street toward his father’s 

garage, but often would stop to visit with Olof Nylander, an elderly, grandfatherly 

figure. 

     There he fell under the spell of Olof O. Nylander, an emigré from Sweden who 

made his way to Aroostook County in the 1890s, making a name for himself with 

finds of Silurian and Devonian shelly faunas in company with USGS geologists 

H.S.Williams, and  H.E. Gregory.   He eventually became a teacher of courses in 

natural history at Caribou High School.  The Caribou city-sponsored Nylander 

Museum is dedicated to his collections.  Bill emulated Nylander in his interest in 

Natural History, collecting — especially fossils — and later, in a love of teaching. 

In addition, the two were similar in that each had only a high school formal 

education; they each received honorary degrees: Nylander, an M.Sc. from U. of 

Maine in 1938, and Bill, as described below. 

    Bill was a scholar in the traditional sense. He had a voracious interest  

not only in earlier geological books, journals and maps, but in many areas of the 

natural sciences worldwide. “One of Bill’s passions was that the University of 

Maine at Presque Isle (UMPI) should attract the best, dedicated faculty possible 

and retain them.  Although primarily focused on teaching, he shared the view that 

faculty should remain engaged in  their subject by pursuing publishable, scholarly 

work.” (Obituary, op. cit.) Two thick volumes listing Bill’s hundreds of holdings 

are in the Special Collections of UMPI’s Library.  He became self-educated in the 

biological science of classifying fauna and flora, as well as how to prepare them 

for preservation in scientific collections.  He eventually was invited to apprentice 

under a specialist in that field at the U.S. Natural History Museum in Washington. 
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Bill was recognized worldwide for his discoveries and research in paleobotany. 

   After Bill’s graduation from high school in 1949, Bill needed to find work.  All 

the more necessary as he was soon to marry his life-long companion, Warrena 



Bugbee of Washburn.  He landed a job with the National Cash Register Co. 

(NCR), commissioned to travel to stores around the County to sell or upgrade their 

counter-top sales.  He was obliged to use the family vehicle, which Warrena says 

was an elderly gray & tan station wagon.  Bill was a persuasive salesman, and in 

his extensive travels throughout the County, he managed to find himself at his 

hour-long lunch break at a roadside outcrop, where he could ‘work’ the upturned 

folded strata inch by inch,  and thereby discover new fossil finds.  He thus began 

his  outcrop-by-outcrop coverage, in road-cuts, on logging roads, and river- and 

stream-exposures in the woods, and his remarkably detailed geologic-paleontologic 

analysis of Aroostook geologic history. 

   One day, in the early 1950s, he stopped for his lunch break at a roadside outcrop 

between Presque Isle and Ashland, pre-occupied as usual, when a large USGS van 

pulled up behind Bill’s old station wagon.  Out piled several geologists, in the 

vanguard was Prof. Henry N. Andrews, Jr., paleobotanist at the University of 

Connecticut, Prof. Eli Mencher, of Massachusetts Inst. of Technology, and Dr. 

James Schopf, of the USGS. When asked, Bill replied that he was collecting 

fossils. They replied “You will never find any fossils here!” Bill is then believed to 

have said, “These are just scraps; you should see what I have in my basement.”   

Later he invited them to his home in Washburn where he showed them his 

extensive collection of fossils.  And so began Bill’s lasting association and 

friendship with many paleontologists at the U.S. Geological Survey, the U.S. 

National Museum of the Smithsonian, and especially with Henry Andrews of the 

Univ. of Connecticut.  Andy Kasper adds: “As a new graduate student in 

Andrews’s laboratory, I worked with Henry on the publication of a new species of 

early Devonian vascular plant from Baxter State Park named after Bill Forbes, i.e., 

Psilophyton forbesii.” 

 

Then began a remarkable turn of events for Bill.   Brad Hall recalls that around 

1968 - 1969 when Bill went for a teaching position at the then Aroostook State 

College of the University of Maine, Brad and a number of his colleagues at Orono 
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“provided a written, signed testimonial to the fact that Bill was in our 

minds qualified. The list of signers was impressive: Art Boucot and 

Robert Shrock of M.I.T.; others also may have been Bob Neuman and 

Ellis Yochelson of the National Museum, and possibly Marland Billings 

of Harvard.”   



And so Bill Forbes was appointed a part-time lecturer beginning Sept. 1, 1970.  

He quickly advanced to full-time instructor in geology at about the time of the   

college’s change of name to the University of Maine at Presque Isle, in 1971.  He 

was promoted from Associate to full Professor of Geology in 1985. 

    When Bill began teaching at UMPI, an honorary D.Sc. degree was bestowed 

upon him by Ricker College, in April of 1970.  From then until his retirement in 

the early 1990s, now with emeritus status, his students always referred to him with 

affection as Doc Forbes.  He and Assoc. Prof. Charlton Loder established the 

Geoecology Club, and took students to areas of interest as far afield as Florida and 

the Rockies. 

   In the latter half of the 20th Century there is hardly another person, armed only 

with a high school education, who became a self taught leader in the field of 

paleontology and paleobotany.  He has had over a dozen fossil species named after 

him, among which is Psilophyton forbesii, already mentioned. 

  He also was a co-discoverer of  one of the earliest sporangia-bearing small trees, 

Pertica quadrifaria, in the siltstones of the Early Devonian (late Emsian) Trout 

Valley Formation (c. 395 Ma) in northern Baxter State Park.  In Andy Kasper’s 

words: 

 “In July 1968, Henry [Andrews] and I headed for Baxter State Park. . . and the 

“Crossing” on Trout Brook in the Trout Valley Fm. . .”  On the 18th of July, 

they discovered fossils that ultimately would be named Pertica quadrifaria.  

“In . . . July of 1971 Bill Forbes and I were slogging up Trout Brook. . . it was 

a bright sunny day and Bill and I were slipping and sliding on the algal-

covered rocks.”  They were about to head back for lunch, “. . .but I suggested 

we just turn the bend up ahead. A minute later I spotted a large block in the 

middle of the brook . . . some 2 1/2´ x  3´ and about 10˝ thick with three large 

vertical bands, [which] I knew immediately were plant stems, and put a chisel 

to the edge of the block. . . the rock split perfectly into two magnificent halves  
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— bluish matrix with maroon, inch-wide plant stems. . . . How to transport two 

such heavy blocks?  After lunch we returned with ropes, cut a tree, tied one  

block to the tree, and Bill and I carried the block with the tree extended from 

his shoulder to mine — slipping and sliding all the way back.  We did the same  

for the other. . .  Later that day Bill traced the loose blocks in the brook to the 

actual outcrop — which provided abundant [pieces] of Pertica quadrifaria.  

Because of the spectacular size and appearance of this fossil plant, Bill Forbes 

promoted it as suitable for the State Fossil.”    

    Upon an act of the state legislature, it now is designated as Maine’s official 

fossil.  An artist’s reconstruction of Pertica is on display in the Maine State 

Museum. 



   The story of the bat in Bill’s hat 

    In the 1950s the quest to map Maine’s geology, both bedrock and surficial, was 

at a fever pitch.  The USGS hatched the grandiose scheme to map 15´ quadrangle 

transects across strike, starting at Maine’s western boundary and over the next few 

years, to “march” toward the coast — quadrangle by quadrangle.  We dubbed it the 

“Lemming Project.”    

      From time to time, great conclaves were held to review field-work-in- 

progress. 

      Such it was, around 1956, that a Great Gathering of us lowly grad students, 

profs, and survey geologists congregated at Presque Isle’s Northeastland Hotel.  

Assembled were the High and Mighty from Harvard, Yale, M.I.T., the U.S.G.S. 

from Washington and the Maine Survey.  Plans had been for breakfast the next 

morning at 4:30 to allow time for all concerned to travel in caravan-style to the 

Munsungan region to view some spectacular finds made by Brad Hall in his 

mapping there, and to return to Presque Isle for the night. 

    By this time Bill’s fame was growing, and he was invited along.  In the pre-dawn 

darkness, Bill walked along Main Street toward the hotel.  Suddenly he spotted a 

sleeping bat clinging to the brick façade of a building.  He stopped, took off his 

floppy field hat, lifted the bat to the top of his head, replaced his hat, and walked 

through the hotel’s main entrance.  Art Boucot of M.I.T. spotted Bill, and told him 

he should meet the Mightiest of All, Professor Marland Pratt Billings of Harvard 

University.  As Bill was introduced to Marland Billings, he started to shake hands,  
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and with his other hand, removed his field hat — and out flew the bat. Jackets, hats 

and rolled-up newspapers were aimed at the bat, light fixtures swinging, draperies  

coming down.  Bill’s love of a practical joke was enjoyed by a now-fully 

awakened two-dozen or so geologists. 

  Ever after, people knew Bill Forbes for both his humor and his ability as a field 

investigator  and internationally known researcher of Devonian paleobotany. 
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