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Contested
Paradise:
The 1980s and
Early 1990s

The fifteen years beginning in 1980 saw
a maturation of management at Cumberland Island National Seashore.
Park Service officials completed a general management plan and several de-
velopment plans for historic and visitor-use zones. Congress established
wilderness on the northern half of the island and added a layer of protection
for the natural ecosystem. Agency historic preservation officers successfully
nominated three more multiple-resource districts and several individual
sites to the National Register of Historic Places. Natural resource manage-
ment benefited from a substantial amount of research as well as the institu-
tion of monitoring programs for geological and biological processes. Visi-
tors enjoyed the island, and the cadre of loyal Cumberland Island devotees
grew ever larger. The national seashore became a storied as well as valued
element of the national park system.

Yet many of the intransigent problems that arose during the seashore’s
early years persisted. The Park Service grudgingly accepted a general man-
agement plan that continued operations at what was originally intended to
be a “trial” level. Enactment of wilderness legislation sharpened the conflict
between retained-rights holders and environmental activists. Plum Or-
chard mansion swallowed Park Service maintenance funds as well as private
donations while a long-term solution for its use and care remained elusive.
Finally, natural resource threats continued at disturbing levels. Erosion
marred sound-side archaeological sites. Horses multiplied in spite of their
poor health and continued to impact dunes and marshes. In addition, a sec-
ond and successful introduction of bobcats to prey on the island’s excessive
deer and pig populations incensed some residents and visitors. Finally, the
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agency’s relationship with St. Marys continued to be tinged with disagree-
ment and suspicion.

During the decade and a half, the staff at the national seashore increased,
the budget for operations rose by 43 percent to $1,125,000 in 1994, and visi-
tation plateaued at roughly 46,000 people per year. However, the interpre-
tation program drastically diminished. Across the entire park system, spe-
cial resource needs and the spiraling demand for law enforcement siphoned
both personnel and funds from interpretive programs. Cumberland had
little crime, but fire management drew increasing attention after a fright-
ening 1981 blaze. By 1994 the interpretation program shrank to a few talks or
walks coordinated with the arrival and departure of the ferries.'

The fundamental management philosophy at Cumberland Island con-
tinued to be shaped by conflict: use versus preservation, natural versus his-
toric resources, active recreation versus passive inspiration. The island con-
tinued to serve as an arena for fundamental debate over agency values and
policy. The irony of an idyllic retreat for nature and solitude embroiled in
such passionate conflict continued unabated.

Another Try for a General Management Plan

The National Park Service released yet another draft general management
plan and wilderness recommendation to the public on February 25, 1981
(map 7.1). At the time, Cumberland Island was still a quiet backwater for a
national park unit. Only 300 visitors—two ferry loads—came to the island
on the busiest days. Island transportation between Dungeness and Sea
Camp had been suspended two years earlier. Only one developed camp-
ground existed, the Sea Camp facility built years earlier by Charles Fraser.
Three slightly improved primitive camp areas were located at Hickory Hill,
Yankee Paradise, and Brickhill Bluff (Brickhill). No concessions, no beach
facilities, and no stables for horseback riding were on the island. At the two
debarkation points, the Park Service used existing structures, most of them
historical, for limited interpretation and island management. On the main-
land the seashore staff greeted visitors, prepared them for their visits to the
island, and conducted planning, resource management, and all the other

Map 7.1. The National Park Service’s 1981 general development plan for Cumberland
Island. (National Park Service, Dec. 1980, Final Environmental Impact Statement,
General Management Plan, [and] Wilderness Recommendation, CINS Library)
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administrative functions from a hopelessly inadequate dockside building
with extremely limited parking.

Compared to all the previous drafts, the new document suggested only
moderate changes to this scenario. The most significant were a proposed
move of the mainland visitor center and the classification of more than
20,000 acres as wilderness. The new draft plan also called for a reestablish-
ment of transportation at the south end of the island to carry visitors be-
tween the two docks, two developed campgrounds, the wilderness boundary
near Stafford, and the Dungeness historic district. Very limited additional
tours to Plum Orchard and High Point—Half Moon Bluff also would be avail-
able until retained rights were extinguished. The plan proposed several new
backcountry campsites and a visitor limit of 1,460 per day, less than 15 per-
cent of the figure offered in the 1971 master plan. Regional Director Joe
Brown promised a thirty-day period during which interested agencies, or-
ganizations, and individuals could comment. If the public responded favor-
ably, the plan would go into effect in early March.’

The public did not respond favorably. Most of the more than 4,000 re-
spondents accepted the wilderness proposal with relatively little comment.
However, they positively erupted over the development proposals. Abetted
by a strident media, especially the Atlanta Journal and Constitution, the
public directed withering criticism at nearly every aspect of the scaled-
down recreation plan. As in the past, the greatest anger focused on the level
of visitation and on visitor transportation into the proposed wilderness. In
addition, the choice of Point Peter for a mainland center met collateral crit-
icism, much of it whipped up by the town of St. Marys.*

Within a few days letters began to arrive. Atlanta resident Patricia
Koester wrote a typical view: “I was horrified to read in the Feb. 27 edition
of the Atlanta Constitution that the National Park Service plans to open
Cumberland to as many as 1,460 visitors daily! This is criminal! . . . Cum-
berland has been so special to so many of us. A chance to sit peacefully be-
neath those magnificent oaks, to encounter free animals, especially the
horses, at any turn of the trail, oh, so many, many things. How can you dare
to threaten all of this?”® Robert Coram of the Atlanta Constitution seized the
story as a personal crusade. He had visited Cumberland many times and
even worked for the Park Service briefly some years earlier. Over the next
month Coram followed the unfolding drama with articles almost daily de-
nouncing the plan and its adherents. He attended environmentalists’ meet-



Contested Paradise

ings, interviewed agency officials, and both encouraged and reported the
growing correspondence antagonistic to the new plans. Regional Director
Brown later said, “Coram chose his angle and worked it to the nth degree.”
The newspaperman, like many others, did not believe that the National
Park Service took the public’s comments seriously.®

The reaction of the public completely surprised National Park Service
planners once again. In part this was due to the muted response from envi-
ronmental organizations. The initial statements of the Georgia Conser-
vancy, Atlanta Audubon Society, Sierra Club, and Wilderness Society were
cautiously favorable. Each group was relieved to see the new wilderness
proposal, and together they expressed preliminary agreement with the
goals if not the details of the development plan. They too were surprised
when Coram and his colleague Robert Ingle published articles accusing
them of abandoning their principles and “caving in” to the Park Service. A
spirited exchange of letters to the editor and caustic newspaper articles fol-
lowed, the latter primarily from Ingle.”

As letters poured into the regional office, Park Service officials tried to
defend the plan, citing a need to serve more visitors. They were belatedly
supported by local congressman Ronald “Bo” Ginn. In aletter to the Atlanta
Constitution, he called the existence of private lands the most serious threat
to the island. He urged readers to turn their attention to helping the Park
Service acquire the remaining tracts before the prices escalated out of reach
and the current benign owners were replaced by some who might develop
mass tourism. Finally, he warned, “With daily visitation on the island held
at the current level of 300 persons daily, I expect that no funding is likely to
be requested [by the Park Service] for Cumberland acquisition during any
year of the current [Reagan] Administration.”®

By the time Ginn wrote that letter, however, the National Park Service
had already conceded defeat. On March 18, after receiving permission from
Washington, Regional Director Brown scrapped the 485-page plan and or-
dered park planners to start over once again. Two weeks later Brown quit his
position as Southeast Region director. Veteran official Robert M. Baker re-
placed him two months later.’

In April 1981 the Park Service decided to divide planning for the general
management plan and the wilderness recommendation into two separate
procedures. The generally favorable response to the wilderness proposal
convinced agency officials that they could rush through a report to Con-
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gress, now nearly six years late. In the meantime, seashore general manage-
ment planners could try once more to satisfy the island’s clamorous con-
stituency.'”

The Wilderness Bill

Free to focus on a wilderness bill for the island, the Georgia Conservancy
and other conservation groups refined their idea of a proper proposal and
submitted it to the Park Service and Congressman Ginn. In particular, they
sought to have the Main Road north of Plum Orchard reclassified from po-
tential wilderness to full wilderness status and the portion of the road from
Plum Orchard southward to the wilderness boundary from nonwilderness
to potential wilderness. Ginn introduced that bill to the House of Repre-
sentatives on October 7, 1981, where it met a favorable response. Neverthe-
less, H.R. 4713 still faced an uncertain fate. Secretary of the Interior James
Watt had promised that he would block the creation of any more wilderness
areas during his tenure."

On October 16 the House Subcommittee on Public Lands and National
Parks held a brief hearing on the bill. Despite Watt’s antagonism, Park Ser-
vice director Russell E. Dickinson recommended that the bill be passed. All
the environmental organizations concurred except for the Coastal Georgia
Audubon Society. With remarkable prescience its vice president for conser-
vation, Verna McNamara, warned against including the Main Road south
of Plum Orchard. She further recommended that Congress take out all the
land south of Plum Orchard and west of the road. Her reasons were eco-
nomic and visitor-oriented. She suggested that the cost of maintaining the
mansion by boat only would be prohibitive. Also, taking visitors to Plum
Orchard by boat would cost more and take up too much of the day visitors’
limited time on the island. She added that disabled and elderly visitors de-
served the right to see the mansion, that the road was already in use by
retained-rights holders, and that the area her group wanted removed from
wilderness designation was insignificant in acreage."

Thornton Morris and William Ferguson spoke on behalf of island resi-
dents and submitted a long letter of comment as well. They reported that
the residents supported the proposed bill in principle but wanted some
clarification added. After the squabble over use of South Cut Road, the res-
idents wanted to make sure that the retained-rights agreements superseded
the restrictions of wilderness designation. Furthermore, Morris and Fergu-
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son urged the representatives to make those same rights available to any fu-
ture land sellers. The latter stipulation carried particular weight for the
Candlers, who had recently signed an option with the Park Service for their
estate. Finally, Morris reminded the congressmen that the government had
promised Lucy Ferguson that it would not try to acquire her land, most of
which lay in the proposed wilderness area. They categorized all these
caveats as “valid existing rights” and suggested that the phrase be inserted
in the bill.”

The Georgia Department of Natural Resources sent a short but impor-
tant telegram to the committee. It too supported the bill but not without
certain understandings and stipulations. Commissioner Joe Tanner al-
lowed that designation of the marshes as potential wilderness, even those
where the state held jurisdiction, was acceptable but only if hunting, fish-
ing, and the use of motorized boats could continue. He called these activi-
ties “traditional and legitimate rights” of the people and insisted that the
Park Service respect them."

Finally, Hans Neuhauser spoke in favor of the legislation that he essen-
tially wrote. He eloquently described the value of the island for inspiration
and a “wilderness experience” and recapitulated the long ten-year history
leading up to the proposed bill. He requested two changes in the language
of the bill to clarify the intent of the legislation. First, the Park Service’s pro-
posed wilderness map still showed the roads as “potential wilderness addi-
tions.” He asked that the representatives order the agency to correct the map
and manage the roads as wilderness. Second, to counter the recommenda-
tions of the Coastal Georgia Audubon Society, he urged the committee to
state clearly that the intertidal lands on both coasts were to be immediately
absorbed into the wilderness whenever the state transferred ownership to
the Park Service. These lands included the portion south of Plum Orchard
and west of the Main Road."

After the House hearing the Cumberland wilderness bill entered the tor-
tuous process of congressional enactment. Initially it appeared that the bill
might become law before the end of 1981. Concurrent with Ginn’s intro-
duction of the House bill, Georgia senators Mack Mattingly and Sam Nunn
offered a similar bill in the upper chamber. The Senate passed it on October
21, only five days after the House hearing. That bill, S. 1119, immediately
went to the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs. On Decem-
ber 10 the committee recommended passage of the Senate version but
changed the acreage amounts of both the wilderness and potential wilder-
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ness additions. The Department of the Interior requested the changes in or-
der to include a 65-acre parcel of private land recently acquired by the Park
Service in the area to be designated wilderness and another 268 acres com-
posed of the waters from the island eastward to the national seashore’s
boundary one quarter mile east of the mean high-tide line.'

With these changes the House passed the bill on December 15, and all
parties awaited what was expected to be a simple voice vote in the Senate to
accept the minor alterations. Anticipating resistance from President Ronald
Reagan, the bill’s proponents attached it to another bill that proposed
changes to the boundaries of Crater Lake National Park, legislation the pres-
ident was known to favor. Hopes for passage of the bill evaporated, however,
when it went before Senator Malcolm Wallop (D.-Wyoming), chairman of
the Subcommittee on Public Lands. Despite the absence of any opposition
to the new dual-purpose bill, Wallop claimed that he had not been thor-
oughly briefed and wanted time to review it. Senators Nunn and Mattingly
lobbied furiously for its immediate passage, but to no avail. Whether fellow
Wyoming native James Watt had any hand in this delay is unknown."”

In May 1982 Senators Mattingly and Nunn introduced a new bill, S. 2569,
which was identical to the former S. 1119 as amended by the House of Rep-
resentatives. On June 24 the Senate Subcommittee on Public Lands and Re-
served Waters held a hearing at which only legislators and environmental-
ists spoke about Cumberland wilderness.'® A second bill concerning U.S.
Forest Service lands also was under consideration in the hearing and drew
its own set of speakers.” All the participants favored the Cumberland legis-
lation. Representatives of the four main environmental groups, the Georgia
Conservancy, Sierra Club, Wilderness Society, and Atlanta Audubon Soci-
ety, explained the checkered history of Park Service planning and the re-
peated demands by the public for wilderness designation. The subcommit-
tee then referred the bill to its parent Committee on Energy and Natural
Resources.?

While the congressional procedure lumbered on, another complication
arose. The National Park Service let it be known that it would forbid any
motorboats from landing on the shores of the designated wilderness zone.
Furthermore, although tidal creeks in the wilderness were excluded from
the wilderness and, hence, open to motorboat traffic, those boats could not
land.?' Camden County officials, led by Commissioner Jack Sutton, reacted
with outrage, as did the local public. Sutton claimed that local fishermen
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had been able to land on the beach and siene for fish for generations. This
claim naturally drew much popular support in spite of the history of antag-
onism to trespassers from the Carnegies in general and Lucy Ferguson in
particular.

Sutton called for a “boat-in” protest off the western shores of Cumber-
land Island for two days beginning on July 31. He confidently predicted 200
watercraft would gather around his houseboat, which he moored near the
Dungeness estate. When the weekend came, fewer than 60 boats showed up,
carrying approximately 100 people, picnic lunches, and coolers full of
drinks. A country and western band played on the roof of Sutton’s house-
boat, and all the participants seemed to have a good time. Sutton later ex-
pressed disappointment at the turnout and blamed a Jacksonville, Florida,
kingfishing tournament for drawing away many supporters.?

The event did draw the attention of the Georgia House of Representa-
tives, which passed a resolution urging the National Park Service to “respect
the recreational needs and concerns of Georgia residents in its management
of Cumberland Island.” However, Camden County’s protests had no effect
on Congress in Washington or on the Park Service. The Senate Energy
Committee voted unanimously to recommend passage of the bill, and the
Senate did so on August 19. In spite of a last-minute effort by Secretary Watt
to kill it, President Reagan signed the bill on September 9, 1982.

Public Law 97-250 gave the National Park Service wilderness designation
for 8,840 acres on Cumberland Island and potential wilderness status to an-
other 11,718 acres. The legislative history of the act did address some con-
cerns central to administering the island’s many resources. The legislators
allowed the Park Service to take small groups of visitors to Plum Orchard
and High Point—Half Moon Bluff by vehicle over the Main Road. However,
they also made it abundantly clear that they favored stringent adherence to
the Wilderness Act of 1964 wherever and however possible. Congress ex-
pected to be notified of any Park Service deviance from these principles. To
that end the lawmakers charged the Park Service to use water transporta-
tion unless it proved completely impractical and unaffordable. The final law
also included protection for “valid existing rights” as requested by Thorn-
ton Morris and William Ferguson. President Reagan, in his statement on
the new law, echoed Congress when he admitted that houses and traffic in
a wilderness area were inconsistent, but he noted that the island would de-
velop into a proper wilderness as the retentions ended. Also like Congress,
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Reagan offered no specific reccommendations for how to manage this ap-
parent legal contradiction.*

Wilderness Use

With management of the Cumberland Island wilderness left unclear by
Congress, seashore administrators faced a number of challenges. For guid-
ance, they relied on two pieces of legislation: the Wilderness Act of1964 and
the Cumberland Wilderness Act. The 1964 law expressed an idea to strive
for. Section 4c¢ of the act spelled out what activities were prohibited:

Except as specifically provided for in this Act, and subject to existing private
rights, there shall be no commercial enterprise and no permanent road within
any wilderness area designated by this Act and, except as necessary to meet
minimum requirements for the administration of the area for the purposes of
this Act (including measures required in emergencies involving the health and
safety of persons within the area), there shall be no temporary road, no use of
motor vehicles, motorized equipment or motorboats, no landing of aircraft,
no other forms of mechanical transport, and no structure or installation
within any such area.

Although the Wilderness Act allowed for nonconforming activities asso-
ciated with retained rights, the 1964 lawmakers never anticipated the num-
ber of intrusive uses present at Cumberland Island. Superintendent Mor-
gan described the situation to a university professor who was researching
wilderness across the country:

The legislation [to establish Cumberland’s wilderness] established an area
of 8840 acres within which there are seven estate reservations with homes,
rights of vehicular access through the wilderness, right of ingress and egress to
the reserved estates, right to use various roads which bisect the wilderness
area, an underground power cable which traverses the wilderness, goes to
each resident structure and requires periodic maintenance; there are fourteen
estate reservations on either side of the wilderness with the right of passage
through it and there is an airstrip (reserved estates) on either side of the
wilderness lands. Also, the surrounding water is non-wilderness so motorized
craft can access the land at many points. We expect the valid existing rights
will continue for 50+ years.?

The intensity of interest-group attention increased the difficulty of man-
aging the wilderness area. The same environmental groups that shaped the
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Cumberland Island wilderness legislation now insisted on management as
close to the principles of the 1964 law as possible. Island residents protected
their rights just as fiercely. Backpackers challenged the residents’ right to
drive any roads or the beach within the wilderness zone. They also com-
plained about low-flying aircraft, including those trying to land at the two
airfields abutting the wilderness. The Sierra Club insisted that the Park Ser-
vice itself should not use vehicles or power tools, that people renting from
the residents not be allowed to drive, that the Greyfield Inn not be allowed
to give motorized tours in the wilderness, and that maintenance of the Plum
Orchard structures be accomplished by boat. Wilderness enthusiasts arriv-
ing on the island expected to find a pristine reserve like those in western na-
tional parks. Instead, they found houses with no-trespassing signs and cars.

In 1986 a University of Georgia researcher conducted a study of visitor
satisfaction and expectations. The results showed that the greatest focus of
conflict was between hikers and drivers on the Main Road.” Hikers natu-
rally used the wide throughway for an easy trail. Other than the beach it was
the only unobstructed path. When a vehicle came, the incensed backpack-
ers would spread across the road so it could not pass. This in turn outraged
the drivers, especially the Carnegie and Candler heirs who resented the dis-
missal of the rights they had earned by preserving the island and creating
the seashore. They furiously defended their retained rights. The wife of one
of the Greyfield owners asked a reporter: “How many times have any of you
been driving on a right-of-way to your property and had people curse at
you, give you the ‘finger’ (try explaining what that means to a frightened
4-year-old sitting beside you in your vehicle), spit or throw things at your
vehicle?”?

Seashore officials sought advice and legal counsel from the regional of-
fice. A few months after the national seashore wilderness was established,
Superintendent Morgan wrote to the regional director asking for a defini-
tion of wilderness or potential wilderness status for each of the roads on the
island and for an explanation of what constituted an emergency that would
allow the Park Service to use vehicles in the wilderness. His final comment
would become a common administrative plaint: “Management of the des-
ignated wilderness area is a hot issue and actions taken are highly visible. I
need some guidelines on operations, within the wilderness, that will be de-
fen[sible] and hold complaints to a minimum.”*

Acting regional director Neal Guse responded that the entire main road
and all the side roads were potential wilderness and that the seashore
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rangers could use the roads not only for emergency purposes but also “for
law enforcement and for administrative purposes necessary to meet mini-
mum requirements for the administration of these areas as wilderness.” The
specific language came from the Senate’s remarks on the seashore wilder-
ness bill. He ignored the House version, which was much stricter.*

Somehow this letter reached the various conservation groups, and the
four principal ones immediately fired an angry letter to Robert Baker de-
manding that the Park Service respect wilderness law. They rehashed the
legislative history and insisted that all the roads except the one to Plum Or-
chard were full wilderness and that rangers could only use them for emer-
gencies. The environmentalists also promised to monitor the Park Service
carefully as it performed its Cumberland Island duties.>*

Two problems exacerbated the wilderness driving issue. One concerned
short-term renters who brought their cars to the island. National seashore
managers were never quite certain what to do about retained-rights hold-
ers who rented their homes. Most of the deeds specified that the rights to an
estate did not include any commercial use of the property. However, at Cum-
berland those same deeds did not classify renting one’s home as a commer-
cial use. Island residents fell back on the legal phrase “and their assigns” to
justify extending their right to drive to the renters.

While the National Park Service did not transport vehicles to the island,
the Greyfield Inn did. With more than 100 derelict cars still lying around in
1985, this was a sore point for the environmentalists. The problem appeared
to be solved in late 1986 when the Greyfield owners voluntarily stopped
transporting cars for anyone staying less than a year. Although this gratified
the Park Service and environmentalists, it met resistance from the other res-
idents who rented their homes. Mary Bullard was particularly upset, claim-
ing that she would lose renters. The Fergusons mollified her by promising
to transport cars for her relatives even if they only stayed for a few days.*

A second problem also involved the Greyfield Inn. The Park Service
found it difficult to influence a private operation on private land. The 1964
and 1965 court decisions dividing the Carnegie Trust’s lands guaranteed
that these heirs could drive the Main Road. It did not address other roads,
and the other heirs’ deeds of sale and retained-rights contracts were often
vague. However, because the Carnegies had always used all the public roads,
Greyfield continued to do so. When the Park Service reviewed the deeds and
questioned this practice, the residents claimed that it was a traditional use.
They cited promises made by Stewart Udall, George Hartzog, and land ne-
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gotiator George Sandberg not to interfere with such uses. In the case of the
1979 South Cut Road controversy, this argument had prevailed.”

The Greyfield Inn also conducted tours of Plum Orchard, the Settle-
ment, and other island sites for groups of eight to ten of their guests. This
practice quickly attracted the attention of environmental groups because it
seemed to flout the 1964 Wilderness Act’s stipulation against any “commer-
cial enterprises” in a wilderness area. However, the Fergusons argued that it
was part of their legal right to traverse the roads on the island. Cumberland
officials requested help from regional solicitor Roger S. Babb. He advised
that, in spite of the vagueness of the legislative history and conflicting deci-
sions in similar court cases, the Park Service could ban the Greyfield tours
in the wilderness. Although Plum Orchard, the primary attraction, was not
itself in the wilderness, it required transport along the Main Road, which
was. Babb did admit, however, that the matter probably would have to be
settled in court.* Apparently the Park Service elected not to pursue this
contentious course because every land protection plan through the 1990s
listed motorized tours into the designated wilderness as an activity “beyond
the management control of the NPS.”*

One side effect of the retained rights to drive in the wilderness was that
the Park Service had to maintain the roads. As in the case of South Cut
Road, island residents challenged any agency decision to close or stop main-
taining a particular road. When the government acquired the national
seashore in 1972, it contained a latticework of rough roads. The agency im-
mediately began to convert some of them to trails. Nearly all of today’s trails
were at one time roadways. Although most of these closures did not meet
coordinated and combined opposition from the residents, virtually all of
them irritated somebody. Even Carol Ruckdeschel, the indefatigable lobby-
ist for stringent wilderness management, complained when Bunkley Road
at the north end was closed to vehicle traffic. Another side effect was a deci-
sion to build a trail through the wilderness so that hikers could avoid both
the Main Road and the beach.*

From time to time other wilderness issues arose that further strained the
delicate balance that the Park Service tried to maintain between those fa-
voring a strict interpretation of wilderness law and those who insisted that
retained rights to drive rendered the wilderness open to other atypical ac-
tivities. One of those activities was the use of bicycles. During the mid-1980s
a spirited debate arose throughout the entire park system over the propri-
ety of these nonmotorized mechanical devices in a wilderness area. The
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Wilderness Act’s ban on “mechanical transport’ seemed to prohibit bicy-
cling. However, mountain bikers argued that the human effort involved in
riding along rough wilderness trails made it acceptable. The debate intensi-
fied nationwide after Point Reyes National Seashore in California banned
bikes in its wilderness in 1985. One year later the Federal Register carried an
announc