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Whose Sacred Place?
Planning Conflict at Cumberland

Island National Seashore

Lary Dilsaver

The American national park system consists of legally defined re-
serves managed within a web of laws and policies. The parks also
are cultural constructs, sites where valued places and resources are

preserved for future generations. As such, they have always been open to
interpretation and to a division of public opinion about what is worthy of
protection, what activities should occur in such “sacred places,” and who
should make decisions regarding their future. Public idealism, National
Park Service tradition, and threats from surrounding land uses make the
parks contested landscapes where a democratic population imprints its
beliefs on the land.

Historical geographers are part of a growing cadre of scholars who
study the meaning and management of the national park system. Ronald
Foresta has provided a trenchant analysis of the National Park Service and
its management policies in National Parks and Their Keepers.1 Lary Dilsaver
has studied management of overcrowding, Dilsaver and William Tweed
have studied National Park Service relations with concessionaires, and
Dilsaver and William Wyckoff have examined the process of overdevelop-
ment. Stanford Demars focused on Yosemite National Park to demon-
strate the effects of such crowding. Michael Yochim has written on at-
tempts to build dams and the historical geography of snowmobiles in
Yellowstone National Park. Michael Conzen and Edward Muller have stud-
ied the complexities of national heritage areas at the Illinois and Michigan
Canal and Rivers of Steel sites respectively.2 The meaning of national parks
also has been a popular subject. Wyckoff and Dilsaver have explored the
construction of images to draw tourists, Judith Meyer has analyzed the
cultural and spiritual meaning of Yellowstone, and Terence Young has
shown how a historic scene in a park may be a carefully wrought but
inaccurate artifact.3 Environmental historians have also contributed to
the growing body of literature about the park system led by Hal Rothman,
Alfred Runte, and Richard Sellars.4 Indeed, there now exist “administra-
tive histories” for nearly 100 individual park units from the current total
of 388.5
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One topic that has not received adequate attention is the manage-
ment of multiple-resource parks and the legal constraints and cultural
issues that make it difficult and controversial. Many units of the system
contain a mix of natural, historical, and recreational resources. Congres-
sional preservation legislation and National Park Service policies are usu-
ally resource specific and do not necessarily take other types of resources
into account. In cases where different types of resources overlap spatially,
protection of all of them can be challenging. Three factors have led to this
type of management problem in a number of park system units. First,
most of the units established after World War II are located in well-settled
areas with historic development and land uses. This is particularly the
case along rivers and coastlines and in the crowded eastern United States.

Second, the fundamental laws that direct National Park Service man-
agement create conditions where it is either impractical or unaffordable
to satisfy all of them at a site where resources overlap. Two laws passed in
the 1960s are especially difficult to coordinate. In the Wilderness Act of
1964 (and its derivative, the Eastern Wilderness Areas Act of 1975), Con-
gress established a mechanism to create a system of permanently preserved
areas without roads or other types of human intrusions.6 The National
Historic Preservation Act of 1966 ordered federal agencies to study, pro-
tect, and maintain historic resources including archaeological sites and
historic structures.7 At first glance it would seem that these laws should be
spatially exclusive. However, both wilderness laws allow historic struc-
tures to exist within a wilderness area. The reality of later applications of
the laws has created situations where maintaining historic resources in a
wilderness area is extremely constrained.

Third, Congress passed the National Environmental Policy Act of
1969 (NEPA), a sweeping law that mandates public involvement in the
planning process for parks and other federal lands.8 NEPA requires open
hearings, issuance of draft plans for public review, and a responsibility to
explain any deviance in a plan from what the public wants. NEPA has
allowed special interest groups to strongly influence park planning and
management.

The overlap of resources and the de facto clash of legislation have
created the greatest controversy at Cumberland Island National Seashore,
a small 28,000-acre barrier island off the coast of Georgia. Established in
1972, the seashore is the site of one of the largest remaining, undisturbed
maritime oak forests, a sixteen-mile long beach perfect for mass recre-
ation, and several dozen historic sites ranging from the archaeological re-
mains of Native American villages to three large mansions from the Gilded
Age. Active, politically powerful interest groups support each category of
seashore resources. Each group believes that the National Park Service
must follow the letter of the law that protects its favorite resource and that
other missions should be sacrificed if necessary to do so. The Park Service
itself is divided on the priority of the island’s many resources.
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In the national seashore’s thirty-two-year history, every Department
of the Interior Secretary and several presidents have become involved in
the resulting conflict. Four superintendents have been removed under
political pressure. It took ten years to complete a wilderness recommen-
dation and eleven years to design a general management plan. Some twenty-
two years after Cumberland’s wilderness area was established the island
still does not have a wilderness management plan. The historical geogra-
phy of Cumberland Island National Seashore is one that readily demon-
strates the difficulties that arise where multiple public interest groups try
to impose different management prescriptions and where the laws do not
clarify the situation.

Georgia’s Golden Isle

Cumberland is a barrier island that lies approximately three miles
from the mainland near the Georgia-Florida border (Figure 1). Approxi-
mately 18 miles long and from one-half to three miles wide, it has been
settled by humans for at least 6,000 years. The Spanish built several mis-
sions on the island. Later the British erected a fort on either end. Perma-
nent non-Native American settlement commenced after the American
Revolution with acquisition of much of the island by war hero General
Nathaniel Greene. During the antebellum period, the island functioned
as one of the premier sites for sea-island cotton. Extensive deforestation
and other modifications of the natural landscape occurred during this
time.9

In 1881, Thomas Carnegie, the brother and partner of Andrew
Carnegie, bought much of the island, and turned it into a vacation retreat
for the wealthy. In reality, his wife Lucy did most of the work because
Thomas died in 1884. The couple had nine children who lived much of
their lives on the island. They built five mansions, three of which survive
today. When Lucy Carnegie died in 1916, she left a trust arrangement
whereby the island could not be sold as long as any of her children lived.
The last heir died in 1962 and the grandchildren divided the island. A
court document approving the division stipulated that all heirs could drive
the Main Road along the length of the island, although it remained vague
on most other roads.10

Several of the heirs wanted to sell their land, which precipitated a
move by the others to invite the National Park Service to buy the rest for
a park. A long and controversial battle raged during which some heirs
kept their private land while others sold to the National Park Foundation
for the future park. Owners who sold to the foundation or later to the
National Park Service exacted nineteen different retained rights agree-
ments whereby they could live on plots on the island through their lives
or those of their children. Many other rights including vehicle use of the
Main Road continued.11
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President Richard Nixon signed the bill creating Cumberland Island
National Seashore on October 23, 1972. As a national seashore, the new
unit technically fell within the recreation category of park system units.
However, the legislative history of the seashore is replete with congres-
sional concern over potential overcrowding, danger to the ecosystem, and
the fate of historic resources. Throughout the congressional hearings and
reports, legislators stressed the island’s importance in all three of the na-
tional park system’s missions—recreation, cultural resource protection,
and natural resource preservation. However, Congress gave no specific
direction for the future management of the complex new unit.12

Figure 1. Cumberland Island National Seashore.
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Planning Cumberland Island National Seashore

From the beginning, the National Park Service faced uncertainty and
conflict over how to prioritize the resources and purposes. Budget limita-
tions and conflicting laws and policies demanded decisions unpopular
among some agency personnel and segments of the public. Even Park
Service natural resource and cultural resource specialists clashed over the
worth of the Plum Orchard Mansion which the former called a “white
elephant.” The presence of a highly vocal and politically powerful group
of island residents further complicated management. Seashore officials
faced three major tasks with the new unit. First, they had to devise a
general management plan that would specify how the agency would de-
velop recreation facilities, including a transportation system, and estab-
lish the appropriate level of visitation, while protecting all the resources.
Second, the establishing act for the seashore required the National Park
Service to determine how much of the island, if any, was suitable for des-
ignation as a wilderness area.13 Third, when Congress did establish wil-
derness on Cumberland, the agency had to develop a wilderness plan to
explain which public activities and management procedures were appro-
priate in the restrictive zone. Of particular importance were questions
about the privileges and limits on the island’s residents, both contract
holders and fee simple owners. Could they have retained estates in a wil-
derness? Could they drive the Main Road in that zone? Where else could
they drive?

During the 1971 congressional hearings on the bill to establish
Cumberland Island National Seashore, the National Park Service had
promised extensive recreation development for visitors over much of the
island. Officials explained that the designation “national seashore” meant
a high capacity for recreation and promised up to 10,000 visitors per day
for Cumberland. It is unlikely that the Park Service could have secured
enough local and state backing to establish the new seashore without pro-
posing mass tourism that would offset the loss of tax revenue in Camden
County. After the national seashore became a reality, Park Service plan-
ners assumed that they were bound by their promises to implement ex-
tensive development.14

Just prior to the hearings, the National Park Service released a “mas-
ter plan” that outlined its ideas for recreation on the island (Figure 2). The
primary visitor center would be on the mainland, connected by a fleet of
twelve 100-passenger ferries to the island. Each of three island debarka-
tion sites would have interpretive facilities, a jitney terminal for island
transportation, and concession facilities to sell picnic supplies and rent
bicycles and camping equipment. The jitney service would run the length
of the island connecting the three docks as well as three beach areas, six
campgrounds, and historic areas like High Point, Dungeness, and
Stafford.15

Dilsaver



207

The Park Service planned to develop three beach areas that would ac-
commodate 7,000 sunbathers at one time. Their plan also included a stable,
a bicycle rental concession, multiple camping and dining facilities, numerous
interpretive sites, and many miles of new trails. NPS officials planned to turn
the Plum Orchard and Stafford mansions into environmental conference
and study centers. The planners offered no specific upper limit of visitors, but
the level of development and capacity of the intensive use beach zones sug-
gested that 10,000 visitors per day could be easily accommodated.16

Any questions the National Park Service might have had about this
level of development seemed to be answered in an in-depth study con-

Figure 2. The 1971 master plan for Cumberland Island National Seashore. National Park Service
map, Cumberland Island National Seashore Archives.
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ducted by the highly respected Conservation Foundation.17 Teams from
the foundation studied each development area of the agency’s master plan
and consulted ecological and recreational literature to estimate the carry-
ing capacity. In 1975, the Conservation Foundation released its report
estimating that the island could tolerate approximately 14,400 visitors per
day. The authors suggested that the Park Service should develop infrastruc-
ture and increase visitor capacity slowly to gauge the impacts on the ecology
and visitor satisfaction. Seashore officials argued that these figures, coming
from a reputable conservation organization, supported the 1971 master plan.18

After establishment of the seashore, the National Park Service de-
cided to design a general management plan and a recommendation for
wilderness at the same time. The general management plan serves as the
basic guide to seashore policies and programs. The wilderness recommen-
dation was due to Congress in October 1975. During the next few years,
consultations with environmental groups and criticism from island resi-
dents led the agency to back away from the master plan’s visitation and
infrastructure levels. Instead planners offered an array of options for camp-
ing, beach use, embarkation points, historic interpretation programs, and
visitor limits. Superintendent Bert Roberts suggested that while 10,000
people per day remained a viable maximum for visitation, he expected
that 5,000 to 6,000 visitors per day was a more realistic figure of what the
transportation system would bring to the island. 19

In February of that year, the National Park Service held a hearing in
Woodbine, Georgia, to receive input from the public on their draft plans.
Approximately 200 people attended, primarily members of several envi-
ronmental organizations. To the surprise of agency planners, the speakers
soundly rejected all aspects of the scaled-down plan. They countered that
a jitney system was unnecessary, that a few hundred visitors, not 5,000,
was a reasonable number for a small and fragile island, and that the Park
Service’s wilderness recommendation excluded every road, historical site,
and retained estate, badly compromising the proposed wilderness. Island
residents, afraid that mobs of visitors would intrude on their jealously
guarded solitude, agreed with environmentalists’ criticism.20

After the hearings, seashore planners returned to the job of designing
draft versions of the general management plan and wilderness recommen-
dation. The vast difference between the original plans and what the pub-
lic at the hearings demanded demonstrated the gap between the National
Park Service’s concept of its mandate and opinions of environmentalists
and island residents. Somehow, agency officials had to forget promises
made during the legislative battle and their own experience in developing
mass seashore recreation.

In July 1977, the Park Service released a new draft general manage-
ment plan and wilderness recommendation. Agency planners had dra-
matically changed every area of the original master plan. The new plan
called for beach development only on the southern end of the island for
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400 people, rather than 7,000. Food services were reduced to a few vend-
ing machines in the developed areas. Horseback riding and bicycle con-
cessions had been eliminated. The Park Service had lowered the visitor
limit from 10,000 to 1,460 per day. The plan proposed a much-reduced
jitney service, which would operate between Stafford and Dungeness with
occasional tours to Plum Orchard mansion and the “Settlement,” a clus-
ter of former slaves’ homes at the north end of the island. Finally, the Park
Service recommended wilderness designation north of Stafford for a total
of 8,851 acres and that another 11,794 acres to be established as “poten-
tial wilderness.” Exclusion of the Main Road and High Point, the large
estate retained by the Candler family at the north end of the island, di-
vided the wilderness acreage into three parcels. 21

Two months later, the National Park Service confidently presented its
new management plan and wilderness recommendation at hearings in St.
Mary’s and Atlanta.22 Once again the reactions of the audiences shocked
veteran officials. For the second time, seashore planners heard the Park
Service characterized as an irresponsible agency recklessly rushing to de-
stroy the island. Every environmentalist challenged the idea of running
jitney tours to the north end. One pointed out that one of the three pro-
posed units of wilderness did not meet the 5,000-acre minimum required
by the Wilderness Act.23

The National Park Service had expected some antagonism to the plan
from environmentalists. However, island residents also opposed the new
plan. They pointed out that the wilderness proposal was an addition to
the seashore’s establishing act ordered by congressmen who did not trust
the National Park Service to protect the island environment.24 Once again,
Park Service planners regrouped to study their proposals. However, the
draft plans and environmental statement had touched off a continuing
public debate. The conflict over jitney travel to the north end of
Cumberland eventually led Park Service leaders in Washington to discon-
tinue motorized transportation for visitors on all of the island.25

After a great deal of soul searching and careful consultation with en-
vironmentalists, the National Park Service released yet another draft gen-
eral management plan and wilderness recommendation to the public on
February 25, 1981.26 At that time Cumberland Island was a quiet back-
water 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
campground existed near the Sea Camp dock and three tiny primitive
camping areas were located in the backcountry. No concessions, no beach
facilities, and no stables for horseback riding existed. At the two debarka-
tion points, the Park Service used existing structures, most of them his-
torical, for limited interpretation and island management.

Compared to all the previous drafts, the new document suggested
only moderate changes. The most significant were the classification of
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nearly 20,000 contiguous acres as wilderness or potential wilderness and
reestablishment of transportation at the south end of the island. Very lim-
ited additional tours to Plum Orchard and the Settlement by way of the
Main Road also would be available until retained rights were extinguished.
The plan proposed several new backcountry campsites and again recom-
mended a visitor limit of 1,460 per day.27

The public response was even more antagonistic than before. Most of
the more than 4,000 who commented on the drafts accepted the wilder-
ness proposal with relatively little comment. However, they directed with-
ering criticism at nearly every aspect of the scaled-down management plan.
As in the past, the greatest furor focused on the level of visitation and
visitor transportation into the proposed wilderness.28 Again National Park
Service planners were caught completely off guard. In part this was due to
the muted response from environmental organizations. The initial state-
ments of the Georgia Conservancy, 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 prelimi-
nary agreement with the goals if not the details of the development plan.29

A reporter for the Atlanta Constitution accused them of abandoning their
principles and “caving in” to the Park Service. A spirited exchange of an-
gry letters to the editor and caustic newspaper articles followed.30

A month later, the National Park Service scrapped the 485-page plan
and ordered park planners to divide planning for the general manage-
ment plan and the wilderness recommendation into two separate proce-
dures. The generally favorable response to the wilderness proposal con-
vinced agency officials that they could rush through a report to Congress,
already six years overdue. In the meantime, seashore planners could try
once more to design a management plan that would satisfy the island’s
troublesome constituency.31

The Wilderness Bill

The generally favorable response to the wilderness recommendation
left the National Park Service free to draft a wilderness bill for the island
with the help of environmental organizations. The Georgia Conservancy
and other conservation groups convinced the Park Service to include the
Main Road north of Plum Orchard in the wilderness area, and to desig-
nate the portion of the road from Plum Orchard southward to Stafford as
potential wilderness. Local Congressman Ronald “Bo” Ginn introduced a
bill with these provisions in the House of Representatives on October 7,
1981, where it met a favorable response.32

On October 16, 1981, the House Subcommittee on Public Lands
and National Parks held a brief hearing on the bill.33 Most of the speakers
favored the bill, although some suggested changes. One environmental
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organization, the Coastal Georgia Audubon Society, warned against in-
cluding the main road south of Plum Orchard in wilderness or potential
wilderness. The group’s president suggested that cost of maintaining the
mansion by boat would be prohibitive, and taking visitors to Plum Or-
chard by boat would cost more and take up too much of their limited
time on the island.34 Other environmental groups hotly contested this
recommendation and urged the legislators to designate all the roads as
wilderness immediately.

Representatives of the island’s fee-simple owners and retained rights
holders also spoke and submitted a long letter of comment. They reported
that the residents supported the proposed bill in principle, but wanted to
make sure that their rights would take precedence over the restrictions of
wilderness designation. They categorized these caveats as “valid existing
rights” and suggested that the phrase be inserted in the bill. The final bill
incorporated these changes and President Ronald Reagan signed it into
law on September 9, 1982.35

Public Law 97-250 gave the National Park Service wilderness desig-
nation for 8,840 acres and potential wilderness status to another 11,718
acres. While the final act did not address many management specifics,
those who later interpreted the law relied on its legislative history for guid-
ance. In discussions and hearings on the bill, Congress had addressed some
concerns central to administering Cumberland Island’s many resources.
Legislators agreed that the National Park Service could maintain the Plum
Orchard mansion and the Settlement by vehicle over the Main Road.
Furthermore, the agency could bring small groups to visit the two sites.
However, they also made it clear that they favored stringent adherence to
the Wilderness Act of 1964 wherever and however possible. To that end
the lawmakers charged the Park Service to use water transportation unless
it was completely impractical and unaffordable. President Reagan, in his
statement on the new law, echoed Congress when he admitted there were
considerable inconsistencies in a wilderness area with houses and vehicle
traffic, but that the island would develop into a proper wilderness as the
retentions ended. Like Congress, President Reagan offered no specific rec-
ommendations on how to manage this legal contradiction.36

The Final General Management Plan

Simultaneously, National Park Service officials resumed work on the
overall general management plan. The catastrophic response to the origi-
nal 1981 draft plan had chastened agency planners. During the summer
and fall of that year, seashore planners and the Georgia Conservancy hosted
meetings to collect input on the plan. The overwhelming response was to
“leave the island as it is.” Only representatives of Camden County sought
higher visitor numbers and more development. However, their voices were
lost in the anti-development rhetoric.37
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Figure 3. The 1981 Revised General Management Plan. The Park Service issued this plan after
the public rejected its development-oriented plan earlier in the year. National Park Service
map, Cumberland Island National Seashore Archives.
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Seashore planners issued a revised general management plan sum-
mary in November 1981 (Figure 3). It included most of what the envi-
ronmentalists and island residents wanted. Visitation would stay at 300
people per day. The Park Service planned to limit camping to the existing
developed site at Sea Camp, and add one “transitional” campground with
a bathroom but no fire pits or tables near Stafford and five primitive camp-
ing areas in the wilderness. Because of the lower visitation limit, the agency
abandoned all development at the beach, scaled down plans for the two
docks, and eliminated island transportation except for occasional tours to
Plum Orchard. They also promised to study seriously the option of boat-
ing tourists to the mansion.38

Island residents and the principal environmental organizations im-
mediately approved the changes incorporated into the new plan, but en-
vironmentalists offered further recommendations. The Sierra Club pro-
posed that the Park Service should use horses for patrolling the wilder-
ness, conduct all tours of Plum Orchard by boat, and delete two of the
proposed campgrounds. The Park Service accepted these suggestions and
issued its final general management plan in January 1984, more than eleven
years after the seashore’s creation.39

Wilderness Use

During the campaign to create the national seashore and the tortuous
process of designing a general management plan, environmentalists and
island residents found themselves on the same side. That alliance contin-
ued as the two groups sought wilderness designation to block any future
attempts by the National Park Service to extensively develop the island.
The alliance ended abruptly when the Park Service turned to managing
the wilderness. Some twenty-two years have passed at Cumberland Island
without a wilderness management plan. Opposing values held by the
former allies and a de facto conflict between preservation laws have turned
the idyllic island into a legal battlefield.

Without clear direction from Congress, seashore administrators faced
a number of challenges. For guidance, they relied on three pieces of legis-
lation—the Wilderness Act of 1964, the Eastern Wilderness Areas Act of
1975, and Cumberland’s wilderness act. The 1964 law expressed an ideal
to strive for:

Except as specifically provided for in this Act, and subject to exist-
ing private rights, there shall be no commercial enterprise and no
permanent road within any wilderness area …[and] no temporary
road, no use of motor vehicles, motorized equipment or motor-
boats, no landing of aircraft, no other forms of mechanical trans-
port, and no structure or installation within any such area.40
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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. Neither did the framers of
the 1975 Eastern Wilderness Areas Act, which specifically allowed retained
rights in wilderness.41 The intensity of interest-group attention increased the
difficulty of managing the wilderness area. The conflict focused on two re-
lated issues. First, how tightly did the 1964 act restrict the use of vehicles and
motorized equipment in Cumberland Island’s wilderness? Second, how could
the many historic resources in the wilderness zone be maintained affordably
without the use of such machines?

Environmental groups challenged the rights of retained estate holders to
drive anywhere other than the main road in the wilderness zone. Island resi-
dents protected their traditional uses just as fiercely. Environmentalists also
maintained that the Park Service itself should not use vehicles or power tools,
and that people renting from the residents had no right to drive.42 They also
challenged the right of the Greyfield Inn, a resort on private land run by one
branch of the Carnegie family, to conduct motor tours of Plum Orchard and
the Settlement for their guests. To groups like the Georgia Conservancy, this
practice seemed to flout the 1964 Wilderness Act’s stipulation against “com-
mercial enterprises” in a wilderness area. However, the Greyfield owners ar-
gued that it was part of their legal right to traverse the roads on the island as
established by the court decision dividing the island among the heirs. Na-
tional Park Service solicitors suggested that the Park Service might be able to
ban the tours, but admitted that the matter would probably have to be settled
in court.43 Through the 1990s, the Park Service elected not to pursue this
contentious course as every land protection plan listed the Greyfield wilder-
ness tours as an activity “beyond the management control of the NPS.”44

Cumberland Island contains numerous historic and archaeological re-
sources scattered across the island. The National Register of Historic Places
lists six multiple-resource historic and archaeological districts plus the main
road on the island.45 Two of the historic districts as well as much of the road
are affected by the wilderness designation. The High Point/Halfmoon Bluff
District at the north end, including the Settlement (Figure 4), lies within the
potential wilderness zone. The Plum Orchard District, with its huge man-
sion, is surrounded by wilderness on all its land boundaries. Prior to
Cumberland’s wilderness act, the Park Service maintained the two complexes
by vehicle using the main road. When Congress created the wilderness area,
both areas became sources of controversy.

Plum Orchard mansion in particular, with its enormous maintenance
cost, became a lightning rod for conflict (Figure 5). The Carnegie heirs do-
nated the mansion and $50,000 for its maintenance to the National Park
Foundation in 1970. The Park Service assumed control with creation of the
national seashore. Thereafter, the agency spent several million dollars strug-
gling to prevent the mansion’s decay in the hot and humid southern Georgia
climate. In spite of the Park Service’s efforts, the house continued to deterio-
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rate. Eventually, disgusted island residents founded the Cumberland Is-
land Historical Foundation to organize protection for the mansion and
other historic resources. The foundation sought money for repairs to the
interior of the house, while working with the seashore officials to find an
organization to lease and care for it.46

Figure 4. The African-American church in the Settlement, site of John F. Kennedy Jr.’s wedding.
National Park Service photo, Cumberland Island National Seashore Archives.

Figure 5. Plum Orchard Mansion. National Park Service photo, National Park Service Archives,
Harpers Ferry, West Virginia.
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In 1994, the historical foundation led an effort to create a Carnegie-
Cook Center for the Arts. This organization planned to secure funding
from corporations and foundations to lease and refurbish Plum Orchard
as a retreat for “education and research in the broad field of American fine
and performing arts.” Supported activities would include seminars, work-
shops, classes and symposia as well as full support for artists in residence
for specified periods of time.47 The National Park Service enthusiastically
greeted this proposal and secured a promise from the Carnegie-Cook group
to allow visitors to tour the first floor. In addition, the arts group agreed
to restore the nearly disintegrated Plum Orchard carriage house for addi-
tional rooms. In turn they wanted permission to house thirty staff mem-
bers and long-term guests plus bring over up to 300 additional people
four times per year for colloquia and other meetings. The Park Service
agreed to exclude the colloquia participants from the daily visitor count.
Finally, it seemed the agency had a solution to the emotion-charged Plum
Orchard problem.48

During 1995 and 1996, while the Park Service drafted a memoran-
dum of agreement giving the Carnegie-Cook Center a fifty-year lease on
the mansion, opposition grew among environmental groups. Environ-
mentalists warned that people living at or visiting the center would inevi-
tably spill into the adjacent wilderness and damage its resources. They
also cited additional concerns such as increased automobile traffic on the
main road, the probability of a new wave of construction at Plum Or-
chard and on private lands, and the detrimental effect that a fifty-year
lease would have on later planning and wilderness legislation.49

On January 24, 1995, the Arts Center proponents, including the
Cumberland Island Historic Foundation and the Park Service, met with
the environmental groups. The debate quickly polarized around the fun-
damental philosophical beliefs of the opposing forces. Even the seventy-
five-year-old National Parks and Conservation Association, pledged to
support preservation of all national park system resources, questioned nearly
every aspect of the memorandum.50 In response, the Carnegie-Cook fac-
tion dropped its plan to build new structures and agreed that the 300
people participating in the quarterly colloquia would be housed on the
mainland. Nevertheless, environmentalists still opposed the agreement
claiming that it provided a window of opportunity for development in
the middle of the wilderness. They resolved to stop it at all costs.51

In February 1996, the Park Service issued a “finding of no significant
impact” approving the lease of the mansion to the arts group.52 In re-
sponse, a new environmental group, the Defenders of Wild Cumberland,
filed a lawsuit to block the memorandum of agreement for Plum Or-
chard. This froze the plan and set Park Service solicitors to work analyzing
the entire scheme. Apparently, they did not like what they saw, for in
mid-June, the Park Service cancelled the agreement, citing the need to
initiate a new lease procedure under guidelines specified in the National
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Historic Preservation Act and NEPA. Bitter Carnegie heirs and historic pres-
ervationists had to start all over looking for a way to save the historic house.53

Searching for a Wilderness Management Plan

National Park Service wilderness management at Cumberland Island
frustrated both environmentalists and retained rightsholders. Both groups
complained that officials made spontaneous decisions for each situation
without consistent policy guidelines. Park Service policy requires each
unit with wilderness acreage to have a wilderness-management plan. Yet
in 1996, with the Cumberland wilderness fourteen years old, the seashore
still did not have one. At the same time, the level of conflict between
various interest groups grew more emotional and vicious with each pass-
ing year. The agency’s reactive and somewhat erratic management faced
almost certain lawsuits in the near future.

Seashore officials dreaded the prospect of designing a wilderness-man-
agement plan. It was hard to know where to start with such poor congres-
sional guidance in the 1982 act and with such diametrically opposed in-
terest groups. Furthermore, the historic preservation and wilderness laws
seemed almost contradictory. Historic preservation legislation demanded
protection for Plum Orchard and the other historic structures, yet wilder-
ness legislation made it impractical. Planners would have to set firm pa-
rameters for beach and road driving, determine the rules for maintaining
historic structures in the wilderness, and decide whether to sanction tra-
ditional uses by the island residents or stick to the letter of the law and the
specifics of individual retained rights agreements. In all likelihood, law-
suits would result from any managerial choices.

In December 1996, a new superintendent, Denis Davis, arrived at
the seashore with strong credentials in park planning. He hoped to use
collaborative input from all the interest groups to formulate a wilderness
plan and solve the dilemma over use of the Plum Orchard Mansion. How-
ever, he underestimated the degree of philosophical opposition and per-
sonal hatred that had developed between the factions. Island residents
had formed another association, the Cumberland Island Preservation So-
ciety, to advocate increased protection for historic structures and defend
their rights against aggressive environmental organizations like the De-
fenders of Wild Cumberland. The groups sued each other within months.54

In October 1997, the Cumberland Island Preservation Society, at
Davis’ urging, sponsored a forum on wilderness planning. Residents, en-
vironmentalists, historic preservation specialists, Park Service officials, and
a professional meeting-facilitator attended. The results were promising.
Participants avoided recriminations and discussed all the ramifications of
wilderness planning for the island. They identified a number of issues to
be addressed by wilderness planners including a definition of Cumberland’s
wilderness and its boundaries, retained rights including vehicle use, visi-
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tor activities and the limit on their numbers, and identification and pres-
ervation of historical and archaeological resources.55

The following spring, the preservation society hosted two more meet-
ings. The first considered the Plum Orchard dilemma. Historic preserva-
tionists and island residents dominated this forum and struggled with
how to fund the mansion’s rehabilitation and carry out maintenance sur-
rounded by wilderness on nearly all sides.56 The second meeting again
addressed wilderness planning and all the related issues raised in the Oc-
tober meeting. This time, several preservation society members suggested
that the main road be “cherry-stemmed,” that is, removed from the wil-
derness. In this way building supplies and visitors could be carried to both
Plum Orchard and the Settlement by vehicle. This option would be far
less costly than access only by boat. Residents and historic preservation-
ists also called for removal of all features on the National Register of His-
toric Places from the wilderness. They suggested that Congress could add
a portion of the south end of the island to compensate for the loss of the
wilderness acreage of the road and historic sites. Much of the suggested
southern acreage consisted of marsh and dredge spoils dumped by the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in the 1950s. Seashore officials and envi-
ronmentalists rejected these ideas.57

During these negotiations, a new opportunity arose for the National
Park Service. The owners of the Greyfield Inn offered to sell another por-
tion of their land, more than 2,000 acres, to the Park Service for approxi-
mately $18 million. This offer was particularly significant because the
land would automatically become part of the wilderness when acquired
by the government. The Nature Conservancy agreed to buy the land in
five separate parcels with the understanding that the government would
reimburse it.58

Local congressman Jack Kingston opposed the purchase because of
the cost to the government. He suggested an alternate solution that would
secure the land for the national seashore at no cost. The Candler family
had come to regret selling their High Point estate to the government.
During negotiations between Greyfield owners and the Nature Conser-
vancy, the Candlers offered to purchase the Greyfield tract and donate it
to the national seashore in return for which the government would rees-
tablish their ownership of a plot of equal value at High Point. On June
23, 1998, Kingston submitted in congress a bill called “The Cumberland
Island Preservation Act” that would provide funds for the restoration of
Plum Orchard and other historic structures, approve the land swap be-
tween the Candler and the Greyfield groups, cherry-stem the main road,
and add the land and marsh on the south end of the island to the wilder-
ness. The bill exactly matched the proposals of the island residents.59

The reactions to Kingston’s bill were predictably diverse. Island resi-
dents, naturally, were elated. Seashore officials, who had not been con-
sulted, were caught completely off-guard, and they opposed it. Environ-
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mental organizations were furious at what they saw as a betrayal of the
collaborative process worked out during the meetings over the past year.
Georgia senator Max Cleland also opposed the bill, citing the fact that the
Nature Conservancy had completed three of the five phases of land acqui-
sition, and had options on the remaining 575 acres. During the ensuing
months, the two legislators negotiated to find a solution. Hoping to break
the deadlock, National Park Service Director Robert Stanton and Assis-
tant Secretary of the Interior Donald J. Barry visited the island and agreed
to divert funds from other programs and parks for historic resource pres-
ervation at Cumberland Island.60

In late November, Senator Cleland and Congressman Kingston an-
nounced their mutual stand on the Cumberland Island issues. Their letter
committed the Park Service to allocate $1 million to rehabilitate Plum
Orchard mansion, $500,000 for other cultural resources, and $50,000
for new interpretive exhibits. Cleland and Kingston also promised to in-
crease the seashore’s annual base funding for historic maintenance by
$300,000. In addition to these welcome increases for cultural resources,
the legislators promised that congress would release $11.9 million for land
acquisition. These funds,coupled with a $6 million donation by the Na-
ture Conservancy, would complete acquisition of the Greyfield tract.
However, they placed conditions on the disbursement of the funds. The
Park Service and all its many interest groups had to settle the issues of
maintenance and visitor access to Plum Orchard and the Settlement.61

During the next two months, senior Department of the Interior offi-
cials worked with all the parties to reach an agreement. On February 17,
1999, fourteen organizations representing the various advocacies, the
Carnegie and Candler heirs, and representatives of the senator and the
congressman signed a “Cumberland Island Agreement.” It provided much
more money for historic preservation and land acquisition, but ordered
the Park Service to use the main road for historic maintenance and tours
of Plum Orchard and the Settlement, to create a wilderness trail parallel
to the road, and to develop a wilderness management plan.62

This sweeping document would have been unusual at any national
park unit. At Cumberland Island, it was little short of miraculous. The
key factor was linking land acquisition to vehicle use on the main road in
the wilderness. Within weeks, however, ominous signs appeared. Another
environmental organization, Wilderness Watch, announced that it did
not approve of the stipulation that the Park Service should take visitors to
the historic sites by vehicle through the wilderness. Then, citing similar
concerns, the Defenders of Wild Cumberland reneged on their commit-
ment to the agreement.63

In spite of these threats to the hard-won agreement, Park Service offi-
cials continued to carefully develop a draft wilderness-management plan.
At the same time, the agency sought to establish the legal and scientific
grounds to support its preferred alternatives. The solicitor’s office under-
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took the most complete and detailed review of retained rights agreements
ever compiled to determine who had rights to different uses and activities
and who did not.64 The Park Service released its draft wilderness manage-
ment plan on December 15, 2000. The agency’s preferred alternatives for
the wilderness included use of motor vehicles for ranger patrols, one sea-
turtle-monitoring trip per day, and, on rare occasions, for maintenance of
roads, bridges, and historic structures. The agency also proposed to build
a loading ramp at the Plum Orchard dock, a new dock at the north end
near the Settlement, and a hiking trail parallel to the Main Road, and to
start visitor tours by boat. Planners also asked island residents to “volun-
tarily” give up driving on four roads east of the main road.65

Between December 2000 and July 2001, the National Park Service
held eight hearings and received more than 3,500 letters and electronic
mailings. The main environmental groups decried all vehicle use in the
wilderness. Residents and historic preservationists suggested that the Park
Service should either move the historic structures to sites outside the wil-
derness or eliminate the wilderness designation completely.66 As the Park
Service fielded these responses, some of its thoughts about the wilderness
plan began to change. In 2002, the agency banned their own vehicles in
the wilderness except for one or two visitor tours to Plum Orchard each
month and for emergencies. Ranger patrols, turtle research, and most
historic preservation must take place on foot with “minimum tools.” The
latter term denotes use of hand implements unless the job is impossible
without a machine. Then the job’s importance itself must undergo careful
review. In 2004 a court decision halted the agency’s visitor tours. At present,
a bill to remove the Main Road and several subsidiary roads from the
wilderness, sponsored by Congressman Kingston, has received bipartisan
support from Georgia’s congressional delegation. If it passes, it will solve
the legal issues but may establish a dangerous precedent for all of the
country’s wilderness areas.67

In the end, the only certainty about the wilderness plan is that it will
not stand as proposed. Indeed, Department of the Interior officials or-
dered the agency to submit a new draft for full public review in 2004. The
intensity of public interest, distrust of the Park Service, group self-inter-
est, and philosophical differences are deeply entrenched. The only thing
certain about this ongoing planning process is that it will continue to be a
source of conflict and lawsuits.

Conclusion

Cumberland Island National Seashore has existed for thirty-two tu-
multuous years. During that time, a succession of National Park Service
officials have struggled to accomplish the three missions of the agency.
Devising plans to guide management has been fraught with conflict and
cost several officials their jobs. The seashore was originally planned to be
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a recreation unit with up to 10,000 visitors per day riding trams and
rented horses to three huge beach developments and more than a dozen
interpretive sites. In a decade, environmentalists, island residents, and the
general public, using the NEPA review process, battered these plans down
to an unscientific 300-person daily limit with no special recreation facilities.

At the same time, the Park Service belatedly proposed a wilderness
area that Congress established despite the existence of retained estates and
driving within its boundaries. Wilderness designation on the northern
two-thirds of the island has complicated historic preservation, standard
Park Service ranger patrols, ecological research, and fire management.
Seashore rangers now patrol on horseback and carry hand tools and build-
ing materials for maintenance of historic structures. Meanwhile, the furi-
ous debates, recriminations, and lawsuits of the opposing factions have
prolonged every planning and decision-making process of the Park Ser-
vice drastically. One of the most difficult and expensive planning efforts
ever mounted by the agency finally resulted in a draft wilderness plan
nearly nineteen years after the legislation. Some 3,500 letters representing
all the polarized camps in this battle have already forced the agency to
start redesigning it. In the meantime, Congress may alter wilderness pro-
tection nationwide by cherry-stemming island roads and breaking the re-
maining area into small, non-contiguous pieces.

The intent of the Wilderness Act of 1964 was to lay aside areas with
no roads, no structures, and no use of mechanical devices. The intent of
the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 was to study, classify, and
protect historic structures and objects. Many public laws protect the sanc-
tity of contracts including those for retained rights of occupancy and use.
On Cumberland Island, all these laws affect the same property. The clash
of these different pieces of legislation baffles and infuriates all the interest
groups.

The historical geography of Cumberland Island National Seashore
provides a compelling example of the conflicts that arise when interest
groups envision and then demand their version of a “sacred place.” Dif-
ferent categories of resources exist in the same places, especially where
settlement and economic development have a long history. Each resource
carries a body of regulatory legislation and is supported by an advocacy
group. The legal planning process, shaped by the National Environmen-
tal Policy Act, allows each group to insist on compliance with the law
regarding its favored resource, even when that compliance may weaken or
contradict protection of another resource. Some groups have proposed
that the entire island become a wilderness area while others want a single
island-wide historic district on the national register. The result is a con-
tested landscape that will be replicated with the addition of each new park
along the nation’s coasts or in the well-settled East.
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