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PERCIVAL P. BAXTER 
T H E  WILDERNESS CONCEPT*

W hen fo rm er G overnor Percival P. Baxter made his first 
donation of land fo r the creation o f Baxter State Park in 
the w inter o f 1931, he stipulated that the land “shall 
forever be used fo r public park and recreational purposes, 
shall forever be left in the natural wild state, shall forever 
be kept as a sanctuary for wild beasts and birds, that no 
roads o r ways fo r m otor vehicles shall hereafter ever be 
constructed thereon  o r there in .” Accepted with alacrity by 
the state and its people, the gift seemed a fitting beginning 
for a noble objective for which Baxter had fought for over 
a decade. At the time it also appeared  that there would 
be no difficulty attending  the conditions of the grant. As 
m atters tu rned  out, no single issue has created so much 
continuing controversy as that o f adequately defining 
“wilderness.” H ad the park not been increased in size the 
m atter might not have arisen, but since land was acquired 
and deeded to the state over a period of more than three 
decades virtually every aspect of the problem  underw ent 
change. Baxter altered the w ording of his deeds o f trust 
over the years, and, in his last deeds, provided for land 
uses completely counter to the wilderness concept. 
Political pressures b rought by residents living near the 
park  and conditions imposed on Baxter by landowners 
who sold him land forced changes in the original concept. 
Baxter himself, for a variety o f complex reasons, both 
changed his m ind and made exceptions to most m ajor 
aspects o f the wilderness concept. This has greatly 
com plicated the task of trying to unravel his thinking 
and wishes.

*This paper was first presented at a meeting of the Organization ofi Maine 
Historians, held at the University ofi Maine at Augusta on Apnl 26, 1980.
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Precisely w hen and  how B axter developed  the 
wilderness concept evoked in 1931 is impossible to 
determ ine. As a youth he had often gone fishing with his 
father, perhaps visiting the Kidney Pond area in 1903, and 
particularly frequently the Rangeley lakes region. Since 
1905 he had been interested in the Katahdin area, though 
he made no definite proposals until 1917. Since he 
traveled widely, he was undoubtedly aware of the 
conservation practices o f the federal governm ent. T he 
renew ed  an d  ex p an d ed  activities o f the fed e ra l 
governm ent in 1916, when the National Park Service was 
created, undoubtedly increased his awareness. To what 
extent he read the works of John  Muir, Aldo Leopold, and 
o ther early wilderness advocates is unknow n, but, during 
the 1920s, he became acutely aware o f the extent to which 
the forest resources and waterpowers of Maine were being 
abused. A fter the First W orld W ar he became involved in 
a bitter conflict over these issues and the public lots in 
Maine. By 1917 he was advocating establishment o f a 
Maine W ater Power Commission which, am ong o ther 
things, would authorize the state to buy up burned-over 
and cut-over lands.1 Unsuccessful in this, he then 
advocated that the region around  M ount Katahdin be 
acquired by the U nited States u n d er the Weeks Act o r by 
the State o f Maine, which he felt should establish a forest 
reserve.2 His objectives in the acquisition of 100,000 o r 
200,000 acres in the area were to protect the flow o f rivers, 
provide for a refuge for wild game, and make “an ideal 
public recreation g round .” T he next year he introduced 
an act to provide for the establishment o f a state forest and 
park in the Katahdin region, but that too failed.

He succeeded in obtaining passage of a law which 
authorized state officials to accept gifts o f land for “the 
preservation of scenic beauty, facility for recreation as 
nearly unrestricted and general as is practicable by the 
people of this state and those whom they adm it to the
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privilege, and the production of tim ber for watershed 
protection and as a crop .”3 In  the following year, while 
runn ing  for the state senate, and after having climbed 
Katahdin, he pushed for the creation o f a M ount Katahdin 
park  as a centennial m em orial and argued that “such a 
Park would prove a splendid investm ent fo r the State, 
both  as a place o f recreation  and as a business 
proposition.”4 A fter his election, when the legislature met 
in early 1921, he in troduced his bill to create the park but 
with no indication o f wilderness status.

In a widely publicized address to a sportsm en’s group 
shortly before he assumed the governorship, Baxter 
argued  tha t the state should acquire bu rned-over 
tim berlands in the Katahdin area “in o rder to make a 
beginning toward m aintaining and increasing the supply 
o f tim ber and pulp, and in o rder to provide a recreation 
ground  in the most picturesque region of the state.” I f  the 
state now were to “acquire large areas of land which are 
now practically worthless, but which in the fu tu re  will yield 
a harvest that will bring to the State an annual income on 
the investm ent,” he argued, it “will prove a profitable 
investment, and a direct income will be derived from  it 
when the crop o f tim ber is harvested, while an indirect 
income will be obtained from  the tourist travel that is 
bound  to come . . . .” He envisioned the park  as a m ajor 
recreational attraction for both Maine residents and 
tourists and as a santuary fo r wildlife. K atahdin would 
become a “recreational center for those who seek the 
woods that are unspoiled by fashionable hotels with 
liveried attendants, o r  by costly club houses frequented 
by the devotees o f  tennis and golf.”5

In  the drafts o f  bills to create the “Mt. Katahdin State 
Park” in 1923 and the “Mt. Katahdin State Park and Forest 
Reserve” in 1925, the th rust o f expected use is essentially 
the same. In  1923, while stressing recreation and 
excluding hunting , the draft bill provided that no live
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tim ber would be rem oved “except fo r the purposes o f 
im proving the forest growth therein; b u t tim ber not 
needed fo r the purposes o f this act o r fo r the preservation 
o f the scenic beauty o f said park may be sold therefrom  
..  . Th e  provision in the 1925 d raft was essentially the 
sam e.6

Baxter’s last known statem ent before his first donation 
o f land fo r the park  in 1931 came in 1927 w hen he created 
his trust, which provided funds to the state fo r the creation 
o f a Baxter State Park and the “purchase o f o r o ther 
acquisitions o f additional lands o f said Baxter State Park 
. . . . ” If  acquired, these lands were to be held by the state 
“in T ru st for the benefit o f the people o f Maine fo r 
developm ent, im provem ent use, reforestation, scientific 
forestry, and the protection o f tim ber and sale thereof 
. . . .”7 At this point Baxter's intentions were much the 
same as earlier in the decade.

These statem ents have been quoted extensively since 
they best epitomize his views p rio r to the first g ran t to 
the state. In many ways they seem to reflect the thinking 
that went into his deeds of trust in 1931 and later years. 
It appears that he wanted the state to acquire cut- o r 
burnt-over “wild lands” for park and forest reserve use. 
His long efforts to regain control o f the wild lands ceded 
by the state in the previous century reflected his belief 
that they could serve several purposes —conservation o f 
waters, continued production o f tim ber, and  recreation. 
T hough  impossible to prove conclusively, it is possible that 
when ceding the land on the condition it “shall forever be 
left in its natural wild state,” he was defining his term s as 
he had a decade earlier and that what he w anted to avoid 
was commercialization o f the area. As will be seen, some 
o f his later actions would seem to bear this out.

T he rem ainder o f this essay will analyze the contents o f 
the trust deeds in o rd er to indicate some of the m ajor
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changes in B axter’s thinking and to highlight some o f the 
difficulties those changes produced. T hen , specific issues 
will be exam ined to determ ine his views on various aspects 
o f the wilderness concept. Since Baxter conveyed the 
parcels over a thirty-one-year period, using various 
lawyers to p repare  the deeds, the precise w ording dif­
fers to a considerable degree. He viewed the creation of 
the park  th rough  these deeds as a “continuing evolv­
ing tru st.”8

W ith regard  to the purposes for which the state was to 
hold and use the land there are six d ifferen t wordings 
which have vastly d ifferen t significance. Even with the first 
parcel, which Baxter conveyed to the state in th ree sep­
arate actions between 1931 and  1933, there are as many 
d ifferen t wordings. In  March he provided that the land 
“shall forever be used for public park  and recreational 
purposes.” Later in the year when the governor and 
council accepted the rem aining undivided interest in the 
first g ran t the words used were “said premises shall 
forever be used fo r forest and park  purposes,” bu t in 1933 
when the legislature officially accepted the land the 
w ording was that it “shall forever be used for State forest, 
public park  and recreational purposes.” Quite obviously, 
these m ight be open to variant interpretations. Baxter 
used the th ird  version for his two grants in 1938 and 1939, 
and  then used still ano ther form  — “shall forever be 
reta ined  and used for state forest, public park  and public 
recreational purposes,” — fo r the next six grants 
extending th rough  1944. U ndoubtedly he added the word 
“reta ined” to try to reinforce the sanctity o f the trust 
arrangem ent a fte r the proposed creation o f a national 
park  in the area. He reverted to the second version for 
nine parcels g ran ted  in 1945 and asked the legislature to 
apply the w ording “shall forever be used for State forest, 
public park  and recreational purposes” on all areas
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previously granted . In  1947, he  in troduced still ano ther 
version fo r land he donated  in the  west ha lf o f  T 4  RIO 
w hen he stipulated it “forever shall be kept fo r and  as a 
state forest and  public park  fo r public recreational 
purposes." T hereafter, until 1954 he reverted to an  earlier 
form  and provided that the land “shall forever be retained  
and used fo r state forest, public park  and  public 
recreational purposes.”

In  1955. however, he dramatically reverted  to the posi­
tion held in the 1920s. In  deeding a large parcel in the 
northw estern  p a rt o f the park, he provided tha t they “shall 
forever be held fo r and  as a State Forest, Public Park and  
Public Recreational Purposes and fo r the practice o f 
Scientific Forestry, reforestation and the production o f 
forestry wood products. All harvesting o f said products 
shall be done according to the most im proved practices o f 
Scientific Forestry* and all revenue derived from  the sale o f 
said products shall be used by said State fo r the care and 
m anagem ent and protection o f Baxter State Park as now 
o r hereafter defined."9 L ater that year he deeded an even 
larger am ount o f  land with a similar provision.10 In  his 
le tter to G overnor E dm und S. Muskie on this occasion 
B axter noted that “I want this township to become a show 
place for those in terested in forestry, a place w here a 
continuing tim ber crop can be cultivated, harvested and 
sold; w here reforestation and scientific cutting will be 
em ployed; an exam ple and an inspiration to others. W hat 
is done in o u r forests today will help o r harm  the gen­
erations who follow us.”11 Xo m atter how laudable the 
objectives o f this portion  o f Baxter s hopes and  desires, to 
add practices o f scientific m anagem ent to a portion  o f  a 
wilderness park  makes it m ore difficult to come up  with 
any clear-cut concept o f wilderness fo r the area as a whole. 
For the o th er transfers m ade in 1955 and in the early 
sixties, he reverted  to the w ording “shall forever be
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re ta ined  and  used fo r state forest, public park  and  public 
recreational purposes.”

T he second condition o f the 1931 deed o f trust 
provided that the p ark  should be left forever in the 
“natu ra l wild state,” and  Baxter m ade no significant 
changes in the deeds that followed over the next th ree  
decades. I t is probable, however, that the in terpretation  of 
this restriction will cause the most controversy in the 
fu tu re , as it has in the past. As will be dem onstrated, 
B axter’s ideas can be used to support very d ifferen t 
argum ents as to w hat he actually m eant. Likewise, the 
th ird  provision, relating to the wildlife sanctuary, changed 
little in w ording over the years. Again, what is im portan t 
are the exceptions m ade to the sanctuary provision as he 
acquired m ore land. T h e  final o r  fou rth  provision o f the 
original deed  o f tru st gave B axter the righ t to decide what 
m arkers would be placed in the park, and  he included 
this provision in subsequent deeds until 1941, afte r which 
it no longer appeared . Why it was d ropped  is unknow n, 
but he exercised his right concerning m arkers until the 
late 1960s.

In  1931 the fo rm er governor forbade the construction 
o f additional roads and ways for m otor vehicles, and  he 
retained  the restriction w hen deeding the rem aining 
undivided in terest in the first g ran t to the state two years 
la ter but did  no t include it again until 1945. No explicit 
reasons fo r the change have been found  bu t several can be 
surm ised. In  o rd e r to obtain some lands, he had  to allow 
the owners to cut tim ber fo r varying periods o f time and 
thus had  to allow access roads. Also, in one g ran t o th er 
parties held an undivided in terest and  could no t be 
excluded from  access to the ir properties. Finally, the 
Civilian Conservation Corps had  been doing a good deal 
o f road  building in areas he w anted to acquire fo r the 
park , and  until he did  so he did  no t oppose road  
construction.
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By the end o f the Second W orld War, after having 
consolidated his holdings in m uch of the park, Baxter 
dramatically reversed him self once more. In  making a new 
gran t he asked that no roads be built in the new section, 
and that, with selected stated exceptions, the ban on new 
road construction be applied to all previous grants. He 
gave no specific reason fo r changing his m ind, but, in 
spelling out some o f his thoughts with regard  to the fu tu re  
of the park, it appeared  that he was afraid too m uch new 
construction would interfere with the park’s wilderness 
aspect.12 T he legislature concurred with his wishes, and  the 
law accepting the land barred  new road construction and 
m ade the ban retroactive to all earlier deeds. T he only 
exceptions were the M illinocket-Sourdnahunk road, the 
Roaring Brook road from  Togue ponds to Roaring Brook, 
and a provision that rights o f co-owners o f land in T3 RIO 
would not be restrained. A lum ber road that the Eastern 
C orporation was building to enable it to exercise its cutting 
rights was closed and abandoned .13 At this point Baxter 
seem ed m ost d e te rm in ed  to m ain tain  rigidly the 
wilderness character o f the park. T he ban was extended to 
another parcel conveyed to the state in 1947.

He was unable to m aintain a total ban for very long. 
W ithin four years he had to agree to new construction in 
o rd er to obtain land he wanted to the north  o f the park; 
the owners would not sell without a change in the law. By 
1947, shortly after his latest restriction, Baxter began 
negotiating for land in T 6  R9, which he desperately 
wanted to help fulfill his goal o f 200,000 acres for the 
park. T he Eastern Corporation, however, refused to sell 
until the ban was legally lifted. Baxter agreed to ask for the 
change when the legislature m et in 1949. Meanwhile, he 
provided access to lands in T 6 R9, which the Eastern 
Corporation finally sold him  after being satisfied that the 
ban would actually be lifted so it could construct a road 
to an area in the park  where it held cutting rights until
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1955.14 By m utual consent Baxter and the state lifted the 
road ban in 1949, ‘‘subject however to the conditions, 
limitations and restrictions that said roads and ways be 
constructed and m aintained in a m anner not to in terfere 
with the natural wild state now existing in said areas.”15 
T here  are no fu rth e r bans on roads in the deeds of trust.

A nother restriction pertaining to the wilderness concept 
dealt with the use o f firearms. A Katahdin Park Game 
Preserve, consisting of 90,000 acres had been established 
by the legislature in 1923 with Baxter s blessing. In 1949 
this sanctuary was renam ed in B ax ters h o n o r.16 T he land 
Baxter had deeded to the state for the first fifteen years 
was included in the gam e preserve and, therefore, needed 
no special protection. As the park grew, however, he 
decided that all lands acquired should be included in the 
sanctuary and that the trust deeds should specifically ban 
hunting. In deeding num erous parcels to the state in 1945, 
he provided that land then donated, as well as earlier gifts, 
“shall be forever kept in their natural wild state and as a 
sanctuary for wild beasts and birds and use of firearms, 
trapping  and hunting, not including fishing, shall be 
forever prohibited within the same and aircraft forbidden 
to land on the ground  or on the waters within the 
sam e.” This provision was added to succeeding trust deeds 
into 1954.

T he people in su rrounding  communities, particularly 
Millinocket, Patten, and towns in southern Aroostook 
County, became increasingly irritated as Baxter expanded 
the sanctuary. T hough  the area open to hunting  rem ained 
enorm ous, they resented the closing of their favorite 
hunting  areas. Attacks on additional expansion of the park 
and game sanctuary came in 1949 and continued into 
1954 when the executive council received petitions against 
the acceptance of additional gifts. In 1951 the legislature 
passed a bill redefining the area of Baxter State Park as 
a wildlife sanctuary'. A lthough Baxter had won all the
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battles, by the end of 1954 he felt sufficiently pressured to 
ask the governor and legislature to am end the 1949 trust 
deeds for certain lands in T 6  R9 to remove restrictions on 
the use o f firearm s, hunting, and trapping  in the area. 
This was done, he said, when he “learned that the closing 
o f this area m ight be detrim ental to the citizens o f Patten 
and surrounding  territories who operate stores and camps 
. . . .”17 In  his last deeds for land in T 6  R9, T 6  RIO, and 
T2 R9 he did not impose the restriction. T hough  reasons 
for the change are understandable, the result is un fo rtu ­
nate since, once again, in a crucial area, the concept o f 
wilderness is flawed.

T he use of aircraft was also restricted. No m ention was 
made o f this until 1945 when Baxter also banned h u n t­
ing and additional roads. In  1948 he was disturbed to see 
that the lessors o f the Kidney Pond Camps, despite w arn­
ings, continued to land on the pond. He expressed 
disappointm ent in seeing the plane and speculated that 
“apparently I was not expected to come to the Park as late 
in the season as this.” He thought if  the situation 
continued the lessors m ight have trouble renew ing their 
lease o r that he m ight go to the legislature to impose a 
penalty for the infraction of the trust deed restriction.18 
He gave no reason for rem oving the ban on aircraft when 
he also lifted that on hun ting .19 For some inexplicable 
reason he reim posed the ban on aircraft in his deed for a 
portion o f T2 R9, which he granted  to the state in 1962.

In late 1954 when ceding additional lands in the 
northeastern  section o f the park to the state, Baxter 
curiously added a provision that it “shall forever be nam ed 
Baxter State Park .” This reappeared  in the next two grants 
but was deleted from  the final donation. T here  is no 
explanation for this change except, perhaps, that a 
d ifferent lawyer handled the transaction.
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T h e deeds are the most im portan t legal basis fo r 
determ ining  precisely what G overnor Baxter m eant by 
wilderness o r “forever wild.” It has been shown that he 
sometimes changed his m ind on what he m eant o r 
believed. A nother way o f understanding  his views is to 
study his public statem ents.

D uring the decade o f the 1930s, few additional 
statem ents of his can be found. In  the early 1940s, 
however, Baxter used the opportunity  provided by some 
o f his larger grants to publicize his views concerning 
the operation of the park. In  a very widely circulated 
statem ent in late 1941, he eloquently expressed his view 
of the p ark :20

Katahdin always should and must remain the wild storm-swept, 
untouched-by-man region it now is; that is its great charm. Only small 
cabins for mountain climbers and those who love the wilderness should 
be allowed there, only trails for those who travel on foot or horseback, a 
place where nature rules and where the creatures of the forest hold 
undisputed dominion.

As modern civilization with its trailers and gasoline fumes, its 
unsightly billboards, its radio and jazz, encroaches on the Maine 
wilderness the time yet may come when only the Katahdin region 
remains undefiled by man. To acquire this Katahdin region for the 
people o f Maine has been undertaken by me as my life’s work, and 
I hope as the years roll on that this State Park will be enjoyed by an 
ever-increasing number o f Maine people and by those who come to us 
from beyond our borders.

Katahdin stands above the surrounding plain unique in grandeur 
and glory. The works o f man are short lived. Monuments decay, 
buildings crumble and wealth vanishes, but Katahdin in its massive 
grandeur will forever remain the mountain of the people of Maine. 
Throughout the ages it will stand as an inspiration to the men and 
women of this State.

Not long afterw ard, Baxter explained to G overnor 
Sum ner Sewall that he was deeding land in small portions 
instead o f all at once and asking succeeding legislatures to 
accept the gifts by regular legislation in o rd er to create a 
series o f precedents that would be difficult to break .21
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In  1943 he fu rth e r  detailed his rationale and said that 
before he finished at least ten legislatures would have 
officially approved his proposals. In  this way he thought 
the trust agreem ents would be very difficult to b reak .22 
This em phasis on legislative acceptance, sacredness of 
the trusts, and the significance o f precedents continued 
th roughou t his life. Ironically, he was responsible for most 
basic changes.

His next m ajor official statem ent came in 1945 w hen he 
imposed his ban on roads. In  his letter com m unicating the 
deeds o f trust fo r additional lands and fo r the laws needed 
to accomplish his ends, he again spelled out, in even 
greater length, his intentions. They are worth quoting in 
the ir original fo rm :23

In all the deeds from me to the State the phrases "natural wild state’' 
and “as a sanctuary for wild beasts and birds” have been used. By these 
I do not intend that the Park forever shall be a region unvisited and 
neglected by man. I seek to provide against commercial exploitation, 
against hunting, trapping and killing, against lumbering, hotels, 
advertising, hot-dog stands, motor vehicles, horse-drawn vehicles and 
other vehicles, air-craft, and the trappings of unpleasant civilization. 
Nor is the Park to be kept exclusively for professional mountain 
climbers; it is for everybody.

I want pleasant foot-trails built and attractive camp-sites laid out in 
the valleys, by the brook and on the shores of the waters. Sites where 
simple forest lean-tos and small log cabins are available for those who 
love nature. A suitable shelter also should be erected on the summit of 
Katahdin to give protection to those who climb the mountain and who 
may be caught in a storm or compelled to remain overnight.

With the protection of wild life the deer, the moose and the birds no 
longer will fear man and gradually they will come out of their forest 
retreats and show themselves. I want hunting with cameras to take the 
place of hunting with guns. Aircraft frighten wild life and disturb the 
peace and solitude o f the wilderness. Would that the day may come 
when all of Maine will become a sanctuary for the beasts and birds of 
the forest and field and when cruelty to the humbler orders of life no 
longer stalks the land.
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Everything in connection with the Park must be left simple and 
natural and must remain as nearly as possible as it was when only the 
Indians and the animals roamed at will through these areas. I want it 
made available to persons of moderate means who with their boys and 
girls, with their packs of bedding and food, can tramp through the 
woods, cook a steak and make flapjacks by the lakes and brooks. Every 
section o f this area is beautiful each in its own way. I do not want it 
locked up and made inaccessible; I want it used to the fullest extent but 
in the right unspoiled way.

A lthough these eloquent sentim ents were deeply felt, 
after 1945 Baxter modified his trust provisions, generally 
in the direction o f easing them  in light o f social and 
political pressures and the realities o f the day. Increased 
use o f the park  forced num erous changes o f his ideas with 
regard  to roads, buildings, and park use. In addition, he 
had to come to grips with the problem  o f establishing 
more workable guidelines in dealing with the problem s 
faced by the Baxter State Park Authority. W hat would 
happen, for instance, if  predators threatened to destroy 
animals o r trees in the park  area? W hat should be done in 
case o f natural disasters such as strong winds that flattened 
timber? Should beaver colonies be rem oved if they built 
dams that flooded roads? In  an increasingly scientific age, 
should chemical pesticides or o ther means be used to 
control vegetation on the park ’s narrow  roads?

T he question o f predatory animals was raised in 1952 
when Oliver Cobb, ow ner o f the Katahdin Lake Camps 
east o f  the park, com plained o f predatory  animals. W hen 
Baxter asked Supervisor Helon Taylor for his reaction, 
Taylor, after talking with the members o f the Baxter State 
Park A uthority, argued  that a state-paid verm in h u n te r 
should be h ired  to eradicate troublesom e animals.24 Some 
time during  the sum m er Baxter m et with members o f 
the authority  and  apparently  agreed to the destruction 
o f the animals, but, on re tu rn ing  to Portland, he changed 
his m ind, stating that unfortunate  precedents m ight be 
created by hasty action.25
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In  Ju n e  1952, Baxter had visited the park  and 
apparently  had been shown a blowdown area in which 
G reat N orthern  Paper Com pany had  some interest. 
Baxter did not want to “establish a precedent [in salvaging] 
for it m ight be used in the fu tu re to the disadvantage o f 
the Park.”26 Forest Commissioner A lbert D. N utting 
replied that he would like to discuss the subject fu rth e r 
since “I believe this is a long time problem  which I think 
the A uthority and you should carefully consider and 
review.”27 In  the early spring o f 1954, while the latest 
grants o f land were u n d er attack because they excluded 
hunting  in the northeastern  section o f the park, Baxter 
wrote to N utting regarding  some o f the restrictive clauses. 
Should the num ber of p redatory  animals increase 
sufficiently to th reaten  deer and moose populations, he 
was willing, though  reluctantly, to have the authority deal 
with the problem  in cooperation with the Maine Fish and 
Game D epartm ent. He was also willing to have dam ages 
caused by fire, winds, floods, m ountain slides, infestation 
o f insects, and diseases, “o r otherwise by acts o f nature o r 
carelessness o f m an ,” taken care o f by the authority in 
cooperation with the D epartm ent o f Forestry o f  the 
University o f M aine.28

D uring the sum m er Baxter reconsidered the problem  
and decided to make no changes in the trust conditions.29 
Early in A ugust he m ade a trip  th rough  the park  with 
m em bers o f the authority and noted the devastation 
caused in one area where cutting rights were being 
exercised. An agreem ent to leave a fifty-foot-wide strip o f 
trees beside the highway was not being followed. As a 
result, Baxter felt that the trust deed restrictions should 
rem ain .30 Forest Com missioner N utting, who was also 
chairm an o f the park  authority, responded to Baxter’s 
decision by stating that he would do all he could to uphold 
B axter’s wishes. As a professional forester, however, he 
took the opportunity  to poin t out some things which he
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felt would be valuable to the park  in adm inistration and 
m anagem ent o f the lands. He felt that Baxter should allow 
the authority  to handle natural disasters, which could 
produce many m anagem ent problem s if not taken care o f 
prom ptly. He argued  that his proposals would not open 
any areas to com mercial tim ber cutting.31

A pparently convinced by these argum ents and perhaps 
influenced by the attacks on the expansion of the park due 
to the prohibition o f hunting, Baxter changed his mind. 
By the end o f A ugust he in terp reted  the trust deeds in 
such a way as to allow N utting and the authority to deal 
with predators and natural disasters.32 In modified, but 
very nearly identical, form this was pu t into a revised deed 
of trust and enacted into law by the legislature the next 
year.33 Since B ax ters  in terpretation is so crucial to later 
decisions of the authority, the relevant sections are quoted 
at length. A fter the introductory phrases, the w ording 
reads:34

NATURAL WILD STATE

The State ot Maine is authorized to dean, protect and restore areas of 
forest growth damaged by ACTS OF NATURE such as blowdowns, 
fire, Hoods, slides, infestation of insects and disease or other damage 
caused by ACTS OF NATURE in order that the forest growth of the 
Park may be protected, encouraged and restored.

The State is authorized to build trails and access roads to camp sites, 
to use timber from this area for fire control and firewood and to 
construct shelters and lean-tos for mountain climbers and other lovers 
of nature in its wild state.

This area is to be maintained primarily as a Wilderness and 
recreational purposes are to be regarded as of secondary importance 
and shall not encroach upon the main objective of this area which is to 
be “Forever Wild.”

The existing leases o f the land and buildings at Kidney Pond, Daisey 
Pond and on the shores of Matagamon Lakes may be continued by and 
in the discretion of the Baxter State Park Authority.
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SANCTUARY FOR WILD BEASTS AND BIRDS

The State is authorized to maintain the proper balance of nature 
among the different species o f wild life; to control predators that may 
become a menace to other species; to control disease and epidemics of 
the wild life of the Park. Such control shall be exercised by the Baxter 
State Park Authority. The destruction of any species of wild life shall be 
carried on exclusively by the Personnel of said Authority and of the 
Forest and Fish and Game Departments.

All work carried on by the State in connection with the above shall be 
in accordance with the best forestry and wild life practices and shall be 
undertaken having in mind that the sole purpose of the donor in 
creating this Park is to protect the forests and wild life therein as a great 
wilderness area unspoiled by Man. Nothing shall be done for the 
purpose of obtaining income but should there be incidental income 
it is to be used solely for the care, operation and protection of this 
Wilderness area.

T here is no question but this constituted an enorm ous 
relaxation o f the earlier deed restrictions. Only time would 
tell how Baxter would actually in terp ret them  in practice.

Five years later, after m em bership o f the authority had 
completely changed, one m em ber, probably Austin HL 
Wilkins, the new forestry commissioner and chairm an o f 
the park  authority, asked Baxter fo r an in terpretation o f 
the restrictions in the several deeds. This was provided 
th rough  the governor with the request that it be in­
corporated in the records o f the governor and executive 
council.35 Before giving his interpretation Baxter pointed 
out that “while I am living I fear no encroachm ent on the 
Park, but as time passes and new m en appear upon the 
scene there may be a tendency to overlook the restrictions 
and thus break the spirit o f these gifts. I ask that the Park 
be separately adm inistered free from  any connection with 
the larger State Park Commission.” Obviously, he still felt 
the im pact o f the national park  controversy that had taken 
place nearly two decades earlier.

Almost until his death Baxter m aintained close contact 
with the operation o f the park. Any m ajor decision on the
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expenditure of funds and construction o f roads and 
buildings were first approved by him. Until the last two 
years o f his life he m ade at least one, and usually two or 
three, inspection trips to the park  each season. His last trip 
came in the late sum m er o f 1967 In dealing directly with 
the authority and th rough  new spaper com ments he had 
the opportunity  to make a num ber o f decisions bearing on 
the wilderness concept.

D uring a visit in the early fall o f 1955 Baxter noted that 
a woods cam p on M atagam on Lake, recently m ade a part 
o f the park, was being occupied. O n his re tu rn  he 
immediately asked Forest Com m issioner N utting to check 
it out since occupancy would violate the “natural wild 
state" clause. N utting investigated and reported  that the 
cam p was tem porarily occupied by agents of a company 
which was cutting in a town to the north and had access, by 
deed, across park land. A pparently with the com pany’s 
approval, N utting solved the problem  by ordering  that the 
cam p be b u rn ed .36

In 1957, when reacting strongly in opposition to a 
developm ent plan ol the state park commission in 
cooperation  with the National Park Service which 
proposed spending a million dollars to improve the park 
th rough  the construction of more roads, nature trails, and 
inform ation centers, and o ther facilities “in keeping with 
the wilderness character" o f the park, Baxter reiterated  
some of his concepts about the nature of the park .37

In 1958, when m em bers of the authority sought his 
reaction to hunting  weasels and to cutting a Christmas 
tree, presum ably for Rockefeller Center, he dem urred . 
He agreed that both proposals were small ones “but if we 
yield we shall have created a crack in the arm or of our 
protection of the T ru st provision." If  these were allowed, 
others would follow. “Now is the time for us to take a firm 
stand against any incursion in our wilderness." At the
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same time, he opposed an increase in cam ping facilities 
and felt that the park should be different from  o ther parks 
and m ore like Laurentide Park in Quebec, which could 
be used only on a reservation basis. Baxter State Park, 
he argued, was not for tourist cam pers, but “should be 
kept for hikers, m ountain climbers and lovers of the 
prim itive.”38

As has been noted, in his early deeds, Baxter precluded 
construction o f additional roads and, during  the late 
1940s, made the bar applicable to all areas o f the park. In 
1949 these restrictions were lifted. By the following year 
he had agreed to the construction o r im provem ent o f a 
road from Sourdnahunk Field, at the end o f Millinocket- 
Sourdnahunk tote road, northeastw ard to connect with 
the Shin Pond road, as it was then called. He not only 
allowed construction o f this link, but he also paid half of 
the construction costs himself.39 He was obviously deeply 
concerned with the entire planning and construction 
ef fort, which was done to his liking: a narrow road, barely 
wide enough for two cars.40

Later in the decade another situation arose that has 
caused controversy to the present. This was the question 
o f what to do about the brush and small trees that 
constantly grew up along park roads. Since the roads were 
narrow  and curved a great deal, the brush, once it reached 
a certain height, restricted a d river’s ability to check 
conditions ahead, thus slowing travelers and  increas­
ing the danger of accidents. When the state highway 
commission started providing m aintenance for park 
roads, crews sometimes cleared the edges o f some roads 
without com m ent from  Baxter. In the autum n of 1957, on 
an inspection trip with Forestry Com missioner N utting, 
Baxter noted that the crews were cutting brush along the 
approach roads, making it too wide. He com plained to the 
highway commissioner expressing his opposition to the
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work. Invoking the wilderness concept, he said “that the 
roads should not be boulevards, only that they should 
be reasonably safe. With too many im provem ents the 
W ilderness idea will no longer be m aintained and I shall 
be pleased if you will give consideration to this m atter.” He 
reiterated  that though he might be considered “somewhat 
backward and conservative,” “the whole idea o f the Park 
lives in my mind as a W ilderness and therefore I want 
primitive conditions to rem ain insofar as possible.”41 T he 
com missioner replied that the crews had been rem oved 
and no fu tu re  roadside cutting would occur.42

In 1959 Baxter apparently  agreed to the construction 
o f at least one new road, which involved long-term  plan­
ning for m ore adequate control o f traffic moving into 
the southern  end o f the park. Travelers then approached 
the southern  and western sides on the Millinocket- 
Sourdnahunk road, much o f which was on Great N orth­
ern  Paper Company lands. As use increased, the need 
for m ore adequate traffic control became obvious. To 
obviate the need to have two control points in the 
southern  end o f the park, a scheme was developed to 
have Baxter acquire land in T2 R9 and then utilize a 
glacial ridge o r esker between several small lakes ju st north 
o f T ogue Pond as the route o f a road connecting the park 
headquarters and  the Roaring Brook road, just north of 
Togue Pond, with the M illinocket-Sourdnahunk road. 
This would allow a section o f road leading from  the Great 
N orthern  Com pany’s haul road to Ripogenus Dam to be 
abandoned. All m otor traffic into the park from the south 
would then en ter through this one entrance.

Authority members consulted Baxter in the m atter, and 
he verbally agreed to the plan and promised $15,000 to 
help defray the cost. Supervisor Helon Taylor later 
com m ented on Baxter’s visit to the park in May 1959 and 
noted that Baxter had “forgotten all about what he had 
said about giving $15,000 to build the road. W hen I asked
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him about it he said ‘W hat Road?’ So I said no m ore about 
it.” O ff the record Taylor noted that Baxter ‘‘seemed a 
little m ore feeble than  last fall but he is still a g rand  old 
m an and he had  a fine tim e.”43 A year later Baxter was 
again in favor o f the proposal and tu rned  down an offer o f 
a right o f  way over G reat N orthern  lands. He did not want 
to spend the money on a road and control buildings unless 
he held ow nership to a twelve-mile-square area .44 Once 
that was done, planning for the new project continued. 
This became part o f a larger plan to establish a total of 
three gates to the park  area, with appropriate buildings 
and road work.

By 1964 m em bers of the authority and the state highway 
commission were com pleting detailed plans for the 
three-m ile road in the southern  end of the park. T he cost 
was estim ated at $15,000.45 Baxter had been in on the 
discussions, yet, when Austin Wilkins wrote concerning 
paym ent for the road and suggesting that Helon T aylors 
camp at T ogue Pond be moved to the road and used to 
establish a toll gate at an additional cost o f $10,000 Baxter 
dem urred . He felt that park  officials were doing 
beautifully and it is “well for us to be content.” He saw no 
sound reason for heavy expenditures.46 As use of the park 
increased, however, he ultimately understood the need for 
control gates and new roads. In early 1966, after members 
o f the authority met with him, he gave his permission for 
their construction.47

B axters concern about preserving the wilderness 
character o f the park  also caused great ambivalence about 
perm itting the construction o f any new buildings. This 
ambivalence was highlighted in January  1967 when a fire 
consum ed Helon T ay lors house at Togue Pond. At first 
Baxter expressed a desire to have the house rebuilt in or 
near the park and gave his permission to use interest from  
the trust fund fo r that purpose.48 By late spring, however, 
he changed his m ind and withdrew permission. Despite
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this, the authority continued to consider the need for 
constructing a new headquarters, and when Baxter 
received a copy o f the supervisor s report in May 1968, he 
reacted strongly. Requesting m ore inform ation before 
anything was done, he emphatically stated, “I do not want 
any buildings started w ithout my consent.” He again 
expressed his fear that the trust m ight be broken after he 
died “and 1 now want to keep everything as it is with no 
new buildings.” “While I am here ,” he concluded, “I can 
prevent any encroachm ent but once permission is given it 
will be hard  to call a halt. Please do not allow any mistakes 
that would make trouble later on. no new build­
ings .”49 T he m em bers o f the authority assured him that 
his wishes would be respected, even though the need for a 
new headquarters was acute.

A nother m ajor area of controversy involves his “N atural 
Wild State” in terpretation  of 1955. T he first test o f this 
came after O ctober 1963 when winds accompanying a 
blizzard destroyed three h undred  acres of spruce near 
Abol C am pground and caused two deaths. Authority 
Chairm an Wilkins, after consulting with o ther members 
o f the authority and after securing an opinion from  the 
attorney general that the group possessed legal au tho r­
ity to clean up  the blowdown, began laying plans.50 
D uring the w inter the cleaning program  was discussed 
with various pulpw ood cutters. Com missioner Wilkins 
discussed the proposal with Baxter and stressed the ex­
trem e fire hazard that would be created if the area were 
not cleaned. I f  not done prom ptly, insect borers would 
ren d er the wood valueless for lum ber o r pulpwood. 
Baxter at first agreed  to the operation but then  had second 
thoughts concerning the “forever wild” im plications.51 
Baxter wanted to delay a final decision until he could 
see the area du ring  his regular Ju n e  visit, but Wilkins 
apparently  received permission to begin earlier.52 W hen 
B axter finally tou red  the area in Septem ber with
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Supervisor H elon Taylor, he observed that the blowdown 
had "certainly left a bad scar.”53 Taylor later observed that 
the form er governor was ‘‘not disturbed with the logging 
on the east side o r the blowdown operations on the 
west.”54 T he cleanup was com pleted by the end of 1965 
and, when the accounts were settled, they showed a net 
income of about $7,700.55

In  a final area of dispute regarding interpretations of 
the “forever wild” clauses in the deeds o f trust, Baxter s 
actions rem ained ambiguous. This involved the use of 
snowmobiles. Early versions of the m odern snowmobile 
m ight have been used in what is now the park area early 
in the twentieth century, and undoubtedly private in­
dividuals used them  there not long after they began to 
appear in significant num bers in the late 1950s. T he first 
known and official use of one came in late 1961 o r early 
1962 when Helon Taylor personally purchased one for 
use in the park. He used it extensively to haul supplies and 
materials to various distant points. W hen Baxter heard  of 
this purchase, he decided that Taylor should not bear the 
cost o f such an expensive machine and prom ptly sent the 
supervisor a check.56

Snowmobile use increased rapidly in the years that 
followed, and m ore and m ore people from  the sur­
rounding  region began making trips to the Katahdin area. 
Since funds for properly controlling the park  area were 
practically nonexistant, little could be done, and they 
were not really noticed until their num bers increased 
dramatically. In  late 1964 or early 1965, an article entitled 
“A Day on the M ountain” appeared in the Bangor Daily 
News describing some of the popular trips being made in 
the area by snowmobile owners. Its appearance elicited 
some angry responses, particularly from  a citizen o f Old 
Town, who com plained directly to Baxter and the news­
paper that he had  seen a picture o f a snowmobiler on 
Baxter Peak.57 In  writing to Helon Taylor, Baxter
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indicated a desire to discuss the m atter during  his next 
visit n o rth .58 T aylor imm ediately suggested that he and 
Austin Wilkins be perm itted  to handle such petty 
com plaints. While explaining that the controversial 
photograph had, in fact, been taken about a half mile 
above his camp and not on Baxter Peak as alleged, 
Taylor said:59

As far as I am concerned I can see no harm in people enjoying our 
Park in winter with their motor toboggans. Maybe in the future we will 
have to control it but up to now it has caused no trouble.

Ironically, on the same day, Baxter received a report 
from  Taylor in which the use o f snowmobiles was m en­
tioned. In his reply B axter clearly stated his position:60
These skis should be prohibited in the Park except for one for you as 
Supervisor to use in case of emergencies. I feel strongly about this for 
they will frighten away the wild animals and we certainly would not see 
a caribou again. The same reason prompted us to forbid the use of 
motor boats on our lakes. I can see the damage they would cause.

I would be much pleased if the AUTHORITY would add this to the 
list of what is forbidden in their regulations. Will you please bring this 
to the attention of the AUTHORITY members for this is the time 
to kill it.

Several years later the authority relaxed the ban to 
perm it the use o f snowmobiles on the perim eter road, the 
Roaring Brook road, the Chimney Pond trails, and some 
roads on Rum M ountain, but the public outcry was so 
great that the authority  had to confine them  to the 
perim eter road and to the Roaring Brook road  as far 
as the tu rn o ff to K atahdin Lake. A uthority Chairm an 
Wilkins stated that the original regulation had been issued 
with Baxter s approval.61 Having worked with the fo rm er 
governor for many years, Wilkins was confident that 
Baxter fully understood  the snowmobile regulation.62 
Indeed, B ax ters decision on this point was similar to those 
he m ade regard ing  roads and buildings in the park. W hen 
the need, desirability, o r utility o f a change was made
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forcefully enough to him, he modified his stance. This 
does not help in making a final decision as to where he 
stood on this final aspect o f his conception of wilderness.

It is impossible to provide a really workable form ulation 
o f what Baxter m eant by wilderness o r “forever wild.” 
T here is no question but that he wanted the roads to be 
kept narrow  and unpaved, and that he did not want them  
constructed into the interior o f the park. It appears, 
however, that he was ultimately willing to have short roads 
built when the best interests o f park use and protection 
were concerned. It seems obvious that in his mind the 
wilderness concept sometimes conflicted with his strong 
desire to encourage better forestry practices in the state.

On practically all issues one can find conflicting 
evidence. Baxter continually warned against creating 
precedents that m ight harm  the park in the future, yet he 
changed his mind on so many issues that he created many 
precedents o f potential danger. He continually reiterated 
that he trusted the Baxter State Park Authority to 
adm inister it and particularly kept voicing his faith in 
Albert Nutting, Austin Wilkins, and Helon Taylor. To 
the end he opposed any suggestion that the park ad­
ministration be lodged with the state park commission 
and insisted that ultimate control rem ain with the 
authority as then  constituted. Today that group is 
responsible for in terpreting the deeds of trust and 
determ ining B axters intentions.
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52 Wilkins to Baxter, April 2, 1964, BSPA.
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