Where the Water Flows in Franconia Notch State Park
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In search of delightful lakes, streams, and hydrological wonders of the natural world? Look no
further than Franconia Notch State Park! Some of the park's most visited attractions, the Flume
Gorge and the Basin, are hydrogeological features carved by rushing mountain streams over
thousands of years. However, the Notch is also home to many lakes and ponds that sit at the
divide of two major watersheds in New Hampshire. Let’s dive into where all the water in
Franconia Notch State Park is going!

View from the Sentinel Pine Covered Bridge over the Pool along the Flume Gorge trail. Image
Credit: Amanda Chisholm




From the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), a watershed is “a land area
that channels rainfall and snowmelt to creeks, streams, and rivers, and eventually to outflow
points such as reservoirs, bays, and the ocean.” Within the bounds of Franconia Notch State Park,
there are two watersheds: the Meadow Brook/Gale River watershed, which is part of the greater
Connecticut River watershed, and the Pemigewasset River headwaters, which is part of the
greater Merrimack River watershed. Looking into these two watersheds helps us understand where
the water we see in Franconia Notch State Park goes and gives us a window into the larger
ecosystem we are part of!

Echo Lake and Mt. Lafayette sit on the north side of the Notch. The rain that falls on the much-
loved summit of Mt. Lafayette flows together to form Lafayette Brook. The brook travels down the
mountain to the valley floor and exits the Notch to the north. Echo Lake collects runoff from the
surrounding mountain peaks and has a small outflow stream that joins Lafayette Brook as well.
These two bodies of water flow together into the Gale River, join the Ammonoosuc River in
Barrett, NH, and finally join the Connecticut River in Woodsville, NH. The Connecticut River is
New England's longest river at 410 miles long, and flows from its headwaters in Pittsburg, NH, to
its outflow into the Long Island Sound near Old Lyme, CT.

View across Echo Lake from the swimming beach. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm




On the south side of the Notch, Profile Lake sits at the headwaters of the Pemigewasset River,
affectionately called the ‘Pemi’. Other small lakes and ponds in the park, including Lonesome
Lake, Eagle Lakes, and Kinsman Pond, flow down the mountainsides to join the Pemi. The iconic
Flume Gorge was carved by Flume Brook, which meets up with the Pemi at its base. The Basin
itself is a large pothole carved into the granite bedrock by grit and sand particles carried by the
Pemi. Within Franconia Notch State Park, the Pemi Trail and the paved Recreational Trail (also
known as the Bike Path) allow visitors to follow the winding waters of the Pemi as it flows south
out of the park. The Pemigewasset River then joins the Winnipesaukee River to form the
Merrimack River near Franklin, NH. The Merrimack River continues south through Concord and
Manchester, before winding its way east to empty into the Atlantic Ocean near Newburyport, MA.

A view across Lonesome Lake on a foggy day. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm

So, what does this all mean? Well, it puts Franconia Notch State Park in a very interesting
position, where rain falling on the north end of the notch will flow into the Connecticut River and
travel all the way south to the Long Island Sound, while the rain falling on the south end of the
notch will flow into the Merrimack River and pass through New Hampshire’s Capitol District on its
way to the Atlantic Ocean. This divide between the two watersheds cuts east to west across the
park, a few hundred yards south of Echo Lake.




Watersheds are a critical part of our ecosystem. They help clean our drinking water, provide key
habitats for New Hampshire’s wildlife, stabilize soils, and create beautiful areas for responsible
recreation. The next time you visit Franconia Notch State Park, think about the water you see and
where it is heading, whether it be rain from the atmosphere, water trickling through the many
streams and lakes in the park, or snow melting from the slopes of Cannon Mountain. Want to do
your part to protect New Hampshire’s wonderful watersheds? Consider taking simple steps like
picking up litter and maintaining your vehicle to prevent fluid leaks, as these sources of pollution
often get washed into bodies of water.

View of Profile Lake overlooking Eagle Cliff. Image Credit: Amanda Chisholm

Want to learn more about Franconia’s amazing hydrology? New Hampshire’s Department of
Environmental Services is a great place to start! Check out their Fact Sheets on The Connecticut
River, The Pemigewasset River, and Why Watersheds Are Important to Protect.

The Discover the Power of Parks Program is a collaboration between the New Hampshire Department of Natural
and Cultural Resources - Division of Parks and Recreation, Student Conservation Association’s New Hampshire
Conservation Corps, AmeriCorps, and Volunteer NH.
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https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/rl-4.pdf
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/rl-4.pdf
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/rl-9.pdf
https://www.des.nh.gov/sites/g/files/ehbemt341/files/documents/2020-01/wmb-19.pdf

